
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Lae Ossard: Two Souls Grae

        

        
        
          The Ossard Series, Volume 6

        

        
        
          Colin Taber

        

        
          Published by Thought Stream Creative Services, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LAE OSSARD: TWO SOULS GRAE

    

    
      First edition. July 27, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Colin Taber.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201703622

    

    
    
      Written by Colin Taber.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Colin Taber

	    

      
	    
          
	      DragonTide

          
        
          
	          The Rising

          
        
          
	          A Storm's Roar

          
        
          
	          A New Day's Hope

          
        
          
	          The Open Road

          
        
          
	          A Fire In The East

          
        
          
	          A Death At Sea

          
        
          
	          A Secret In The Highlands

          
        
          
	          A Night Of Flames

          
        
          
	          Crossed Paths

          
        
          
	          Dragon Fire

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Constellation Series

          
        
          
	          The Dying Lights

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Markland Settlement Saga

          
        
          
	          The United States of Vinland: The Landing

          
        
          
	          The United States of Vinland: Red Winter

          
        
          
	          The United States of Vinland: Loki's Rage

          
        
          
	          The United States Of Vinland: Odin's Hall (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          United States of Vinland: Markland Aflame (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          A Short Tale From Norse America: Young Ravens & Hidden Blades

          
        
          
	          A Short Tale From Norse America: A Valkyrie of Vinland

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Ossard Series

          
        
          
	          The Fall of Ossard

          
        
          
	          Ossard's Hope

          
        
          
	          Ossard's Shadow

          
        
          
	          Ossard Rising

          
        
          
	          Lae Ossard: One White Rose

          
        
          
	          Lae Ossard: Two Souls Grae

          
        
          
	          Lae Ossard: Three Fates Red (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          The Ossard Series (Books 1-3)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Red, White And Blue Universe

          
        
          
	          Red#1: Burning Skies

          
        
          
	          White#1: Burning Skies (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Blue#1: Burning Skies (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The United States of Vinland

          
        
          
	          The United States of Vinland: 4 Tales From Norse America

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Colin Taber’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To my brother, Brad.





Thanks for always being there.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Truths of the World
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Three races of man separated by the ages;

The high, the Lae Velsanans;

the numerous common-men of the middling nations;

and the lowly Saldaens.

-
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Three branches of magic, each with a league to control them;

Mind, governed by the women of the forbidden Sisterhood;

Soul, wielded by the priesthoods of the faiths;

and Heart, regulated by the Cabal of Mages.
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Three realms of existence;

Ours of soil;

the Celestial of souls, gods, and magic;

and the Elemental.
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Three stages of godhood;

Avatars, seeds within mortal shells;

the New-Born, awakened gods upon our world;

and the Elevated, those matured and raptured to the next.

-
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And all in a world forged by the goddess, Life,

in partnership with her husband, Death.

Yet now they are estranged and waging divine war,

a war that promises doom for us all.
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Ossard & The Northcountry
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Part I: East of Haarloom Fort
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Beyond the shores of Fletland

At midnight Admiral Varsaris on the Mora Ansilsae collapsed into his chair. He had returned to his quarters, the stink of smoke on his clothes and still hanging thick in the air. The acrid stench matched his mood, as did the bitter sigh that escaped his lips.

It was done.

The war fleet had cleared Traders Strait, both on the water and in the clouds above.

He slumped into the rich upholstery, relieved the fiery passage was over, as he murmured, “Five hundred and thirty-five sailors lost.”

The only other person in the cabin, Forwao the Chronicle, quietly answered, “I imagine the Flets lost over a thousand in their fort and on the northern cliffs, as well as more along the Evoran coast. They also lost their port.”

The admiral grimaced but did not reply.

Forwao continued, “Of course, there will also be scores of dead Evorans in the smouldering ruin of their garish camp. The corpses will burn until dawn.”

The admiral observed, “They were fools to think it was a good idea to sit so close to what was always going to be a diabolical battle.” He then glanced out his cabin’s window.

The glow of the fires burning along the distant coast on the horizon still lit up the night. The flames were mostly yellow now, the light falling towards amber, but the brighter glow of White Fire still blazed in a few places where some of the shells retained enough energy to allow elemental fire to continue to spill through into the physical world.

Soon enough, the last of those portals would close as the altered naskae powering them burnt out. That moment would also steal away any chance of the soul that fuelled it to be reborn. Regardless, by dawn all of the White Fire used would have expired, leaving nothing but a charred hellscape behind.

None of this would endear the Lae Velsanans to the Flets. Even the Evorans would be angered.

The admiral looked up at his guest; the Chronicle slumped in another chair, watching him.

Forwao asked, “Do you think it went well?”

The admiral could only laugh, but there was no mirth in the moment. The sound was closer to a strangled cry. Admiral Varsaris emphasised the Chronicle’s observation by slapping the desk near him suddenly as he called out, “Drink! Bring me a drink!”

The sounds of footfalls could be heard outside the admiral’s cabin as an attendant made for glasses and liquor as quick as he could.

The noise of it all stopped for a moment, in which Forwao the Chronicle asked, “To celebrate the passage?”

The admiral was already shaking his head, his eyes watering, perhaps from the lingering smoke, or maybe because of all the death that had been unleashed. “No, we simply toast – if anything – that all of that is behind us.”

A moment later there was a knock at the door.

The admiral answered, “Enter!”

The attendant came in with a silver tray. A crystal bottle held liquor, and with it came two glasses.

The admiral said, “Pour two drinks, and don’t be shy. Tonight is a night for such a thing.”

The attendant put the tray down on the admiral’s desk and got to work. 

Varsaris said, “Chronicle, you will drink with me.”

Forwao gave a nod. “Indeed I will. You were decent enough to host me today, so I will not only be looking forward to a drink, but I will do my part to help us both through the rawness of it all.”

The attendant poured two generous measures into each glass. The drink was golden but, like the sunset that had just fallen into night, came with a smokey hue.

The Chronicle added, “I do not drink regularly, but do find at moments like these, where something profound has occurred or when a doorway of opportunity cracks open – or indeed closes – a drink can help one ponder what lies both behind and sometimes thankfully ahead.”

The admiral nodded, taking one of the offered glasses from the attendant.

Forwao took the other. 

The attendant turned to the admiral, a question in his eyes.

He was quickly dismissed. “Leave the bottle. Leave it all. After all that has happened tonight, as we leave Fletland behind, I think we may need more than a single drink. I may very well still be sitting here until we reach our rendezvous point and the sun is rising.”

Forwao found himself nodding in agreement. He had not realised how tired he was. The Chronicle could feel the grit of ash on his brow and smell the stink of smoke on his clothes – or was that the liquor?

Finally, he took a sip of his drink, the taste fiery but smooth. It was good. Sighing with the relief it delivered, he looked up to see the admiral studying him.

Varsaris said, “At sunrise I will open my sealed orders.”

Forwao gave a nod. He knew this to be true. They both did.

The admiral, eyes narrowing, then said, “You will be with me at the end. I know it.”

“What do you mean?” the Chronicle asked.

“Until Ossard, until we land and take the damned city.”

“That is true.”

The admiral took a deep sip of drink. “Tell me, Chronicle, do you already know the substance of my orders? Must I remain ignorant of them until dawn?”

Forwao thought on that for a short while before shaking his head. He was tired, and the admiral exhausted. They both needed rest. Why go through the charade of sealed orders and moments of revelation if he already held the knowledge? And he did. 

After all, he was the Chronicle.

He leaned forward, putting his drink down. “Admiral, I know your orders, and while I do not expect you to blindly take my word, you will not be going straight to Ossard, but instead to Quor.”

The admiral nodded, neither surprised that the Chronicle said he knew the truth, nor that the orders would send the war fleet to the bleak military port. He lifted his glass, toasted the Chronicle, and then took a sip. He knew Forwao’s words might not be right, but to hear them made him feel he could risk taking some rest. If he turned in now, he would sleep through simple exhaustion.

Still, despite all that, he could not help but ask, “And what else can you see, Chronicle? You do not need to tease me with the outcome at Ossard, of the battle, but perhaps you could tell me why my orders should send me straight to Quor when I and the war fleet have enough White Fire to not just destroy any cultist force to stand against us, but to incinerate the city that is our target and its entire vale?”

Forwao gave a nod and then licked his lips before answering, “You are headed to Quor because High King Caemarou has called in even more forces for you to rendezvous with.”

“More?”

“When you go to Ossard – and you will soon enough – you will go with such power that the complete destruction of the city-state will be indisputable. There will be little left for the victor and certainly nothing for the vanquished.”

The admiral arched an eyebrow. “The war fleet is already one thousand ships strong!” He paused for a moment, incredulous at the idea the fleet might need to be – somehow – stronger. Verging on exasperation, he then said, “We have half a million White Fire shells! Not only could we destroy the city one thousand times over, we could char half the Northcountry!”

Forwao would have laughed at the suggestion, but it was true. Instead, he merely said, “The High King needs to make a point. A political point. You will be joined by a war fleet from the eastern provinces.”

The admiral’s eyes widened in surprise. “Ungria! Ungria Recontacted is finally sending a force to serve their High King?”

“Yes, the last of the resistance there has been crushed. The Lords of Ungria have acknowledged that the Fourth Dominion of old Wair Rae is in the past and the Fifth and Final Dominion of Lae Wair Rae is here. They have declared themselves in full support of the High King. Their fleet and that of the other eastern provinces is closing on Quor as we speak. A force as large and powerful as the one you already control.”

“And you know this?” the admiral queried.

“I am the Chronicle; while there are things I may not know, this is not one of them.”

​
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Ossard, the Northcountry

Lord Kurgar sat in the main audience chamber of the Residence. There he looked upon those gathered around the grand table waiting for him to speak. This had been the city’s centre of power for centuries and remained so, even now after the fall of the old lordship. 

And the rise of the new.

The old city-state of merchant princes might be no more, but the new Ossard, the capital of the Invisible Empire, stood strong. And Heinz Kurgar was its lord.

He had led the cults in not just taking control but withstanding the efforts of the Loyalists led by the Inquisition to take the city back. Together, he and the alliance he had built had not just won their prize, but managed to hold it. Ossard was theirs!

A year ago, the men and women gathered around this table would have represented the wealthiest merchant houses, largest guilds, and of course the Church of Baimiopia. The old Ossard. Such a gathering would also not just have sat there but had a strong influence over the city’s former lord, Silva Liberigo. 

How things have changed...

This night, Lord Kurgar had summoned those here so they could hear his news and take any commands he wished to give. 

He was not here to listen.

The senior priests of the cults sat before him and waited for the latest news of the brewing battle to come. The battle they had always known would be their greatest test, the Fifth and Final Dominion.

Kurgar cleared his throat. 

Any restlessness in the room settled as the last of the few whispered conversations died.

“We may seem to spend every day preparing for our battle with the Fifth and Final Dominion war fleet. A day many of you have defined as the day they will arrive here.” He paused and let his gaze rove around the grand table before he continued, “But that is not true.”

Several arched their eyebrows and furrowed their brows at his words.

He straightened in his chair and announced, “Over the course of the evening, from sunset to now, our first battle with the war fleet has been waged in the far-off waters of Fletland.”

Surprised gazes were exchanged between the various cultists. Of course, some had suspected something was happening, but only one knew for certain. Kurgar had had to be careful whom he shared such information with, and in the end, he had told no one other than the one who had had to know because the Lord of Ossard needed his help.

Seig Manheim, High Priest of Kave.

All others were ignorant of his news, although he suspected Lady Death might know something of it.

“The war fleet chose to transit Traders Strait, a channel narrow enough that its passage would force them to slow and string themselves out. We worked with Kavist forces in Fletland to launch the first part of a campaign designed to wear down the enemy’s strength. There will be other strikes in coming days before they finally face us here. By then we aim to have reduced their force by half.”

Many of the cultists around the table looked pleased while others simply wore surprise. Seig Manheim merely dipped his head slightly while wearing a smile of satisfaction.

Kurgar continued, “Kavist forces lined both the northern and southern shores of the strait, ready with catapults and hidden by magics so they could unleash a fiery hail of missiles on the Lae Velsanan ships. We hoped the attack would disable and destroy one in five of their ships.” He paused as he let a smile settle on his lips. “The forces allied to us took heavy losses, but achieved what we had hoped. At their count, fifty ships were sunk or burned down to their waterlines, the bulk of their crews killed. Another fifty ships were so damaged that they were either abandoned or scuttled by their crews.” He turned to Seig and raised a hand to indicate the Kavist before saying, “The Kavists who fought this battle for us have brought great honour upon themselves. They are true warriors.”

Murmurs of gratitude were spoken around the table, all addressed to High Priest Manheim. Even Lady Death voiced her thanks.

Lord Kurgar said, “No one will be surprised to hear the Lae Velsanans fell back to using their infernal White Fire. Traders Strait, both on the north shore, including its port and fort, and the southern Evoran coast, now spreads aflame.”

Kurgar continued, “We know many Kavists did manage to evade the enemy’s fiery apocalypse. More than you might expect. It seems our adversary has become predictable. Whenever they are faced with danger, they lash out to incinerate their enemy and half the world. Such knowledge allows us to be prepared to either seek shelter or to strike and then fall back.”

There were nods of understanding around the table.

“Regardless, many brave warriors have died tonight, but the war fleet of the Lae Velsanans is weakened because of their efforts, just as they also coaxed the Lae Velsanans to use some of their precious weaponry, reducing what can eventually be unleashed against us here. All of this is good and increases the likelihood of our own victory.

“We must continue our preparations, but know that two more strikes against the war fleet will occur before their arrival. Such attacks will gnaw away at their damn self-righteousness and confidence, as well as their strength. This will tilt the balance in our favour. We will prevail!”

​
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When I was a little girl, I knew I was different, not that I understood how or why. As I learned my truth and prepared myself for what was to come, I thought that somehow, I had grappled with what I was and would have to do.

I hadn’t.

Day after day we have to make choices and do what seems best. Usually, we decide for ourselves or our family, and occasionally for others and more than that.

I tried to make the right decisions while learning along the way. When I look back on it all, all that happened, I realise that so much more could have gone wrong. Moments could have passed unengaged, warnings or calls gone unheeded, or some other calamity could have befallen me and my people. It was all so much in the hands of fate.

I could have given in to the desire to protect my daughter and spirit her away, or been overwhelmed by my lessons and their challenges, or sunk into the dark embrace of the haunting depression that was trying to seduce me because of the hopelessness of it all. I could also have given myself to my deep hunger.

The Forsaken Lady might have become the Forgotten Lady.

But instead, I persevered.

I kept working, learning, and preparing. I did what I had to to keep my family and friends safe. And I accepted that sometimes doing the right thing is not only hard but painful. But in the end, all of it was worth it.

Juvela

​
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To the Feet of Bredorac
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Above the Homerin, Kalraith

Sef and Anton held tight to the tray, the netting securing them as they sped over the forests of the Homerin. They had left the city of Kalmoorth behind, sneaking away from Henna’s apartment before dawn – as well as Tilaemaris. Now, under the mid-morning sun, the carriers beat their wings, working to deliver the cell brothers to Bredorac. 

The now secured Dagruan city, scarred by great scorches on its once grand marble sides, towered over the woods. Large sections of the surrounding forest lay charred and in ashen grey swathes. The cascades of sparks and jets of flames that had spilled from the ragged and short-lived celestial star Sef had fashioned to protect the city had well and truly left their mark.

Anton said, “I think we need to stay clear of the city itself and be quick if we are to keep ahead of anyone Tilaemaris might send looking for us.”

Sef agreed, “We can only hope it will take a while for her to realise we have left Kalmoorth.”

“Yes, but I suspect her suspicions will be aroused soon enough when there has been no sighting of us leaving our room by midday.”

As the two talked, the Dagruan began their gliding descent. 

They were heading down to a section of incinerated forest that spread grey and white with ash, the edges of the scoured area marked by blackened stumps. At its heart the space hosted a series of three sinkholes that ran in a line that had opened up, the ground collapsing under the heat of the recent inferno. One side of the scorched waste went right up to the edge of the towering city.

The big Flet said, “Yes, we will work to be quick. I hope we will find something of what we are looking for. Regardless, I expect more of the truth will await us at The Chain.” He then glanced across to where Korda glided nearby to the side, the birdman’s wings wide, one section still bandaged. “I hope he is up to this.”

Anton gave a concerned nod. “We will have to watch him.”

Their descent hastened, the glide spiralling wide towards the sinkholes as the breeze below stirred up clouds of ash along the ground. The openings lay only a few hundred paces from the city’s foundations.

Korda called, “The three sinkholes are in a line. We will land beside them and see what we may.”

Anton agreed.

As they neared the scorched ground, they could see a thick dusting of ash covered almost everything. There were also places where the ground looked baked hard, as if it had melted under the heat and since cooled and cracked to set in place like broken glass.

Korda warned the cell brothers, “Here we go!”

And then the carriers brought the tray down, letting it skim through the ash, which set a great cloud to rise behind them as the frame skidded along. After a moment, the tray came to a stop. A heartbeat later the carriers and Korda dropped to the ground nearby, their wings stirring up even more soot and ash.

Sef and Anton cast back the tray’s netting and climbed out as the carriers freed themselves of their harnesses. Meanwhile, Korda stretched his wings wide before stepping up beside the cell brothers.

Anton asked the birdman, “Are you alright after the flight?”

Korda was already looking out at the bleak waste around them when he answered, “Well enough. My wing will hold.” And with that, they focussed upon the scorched woodland that spread beside Bredorac. 

They were at the centre of the worst of it, where a great plain lay dusted in ash around the forest’s charred wounds. The sinkholes lay in a line; two yawned large and long, one smaller. Further out, at the edge of the fire’s destruction, a borderland of blackened stumps eventually gave way to burnt trees and then singed woodland. On one side the sheer and scarred marble of Bredorac rose to tower high above.

The sight of it was bleak and terrible.

Korda pointed. “Come.” He then led them to where a section of the ash-covered ground slumped down at the edge of the long middle sinkhole.

The edge around most of the opening was steep and in places even sheer, but the oval-shaped basin, ten paces deep, had one side that fell away like a series of giant steps. The bottom of the hole spread full of water, a foul scum across its surface dusted with ash.

Anton said, “We can’t see anything here because of the water.”

Sef agreed as he studied the flooded sinkhole. “The groundwater has welled up to fill the space.” As he spoke, he turned to look at the other large opening. That pit ran fifteen paces wide and thirty long and was also flooded. That feature was the closest of the three to the walls of looming Bredorac. “That one is as full of water. There is little to see here.” He sighed with disappointment.

Korda flexed his arms and also his wings. “I suppose we should head on, then?”

Sef frowned and began to walk to the smallest of the sinkholes. The last of the line of three. The big Flet said, “We may as well check the last one before we head onto The Chain.”

Anton followed him, as did Korda and the carriers.

They crossed the scorched waste as a mid-morning breeze blustered past to draw up fresh swirls of ash. Before long they came to look upon the smallest sinkhole. 

The deep depression was well under half the size of the others and more circular in form. This one was also not as flooded, although groundwater had welled up to fill its bottom. The surface of the water spread covered in ash and marked by a pattern of swirling lines that ran from one side to the other.

Anton said, “Curious,” as he squatted at the edge and peered down.

“What?” Korda asked.

Sef answered, as he also carefully examined the sinkhole, “The water here is at a much lower level compared to the other two, and it looks to be draining away.”

The birdman asked, “Draining? How can you tell?”

Anton pointed at the lines in the scum that crossed the murky pond. “The groundwater is mostly soaking in from this end of the pool, here beneath us, but then flowing out the other end. The lines show the current, even if it is very slow. That is why the water level is lower than in the other holes.”

Korda cocked an eyebrow at that. “Flowing? To where?”

Sef gave a shrug. “Maybe there is an underground stream?”

Anton studied the sinkhole, his gaze roving round its edge. “The water here is much lower compared to the other sinkholes, perhaps too low for it just to be a subterranean stream draining it away.”

Sef asked, “Could something else be in play?”

Korda furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?”

Anton lifted his gaze from the sinkhole and looked at the distant tree line, where singed and scorched trees rose behind the closer ring of blackened stumps and ash. “Perhaps a pump of some kind? I have seen them used elsewhere, to move water when you need to drain mines or irrigate fields.”

Sef thought on that and gave a nod.

Korda did not take to the idea so easily. “A pump? Here? What do you mean?”

“A machine that is used to not just move water, but to drain the tunnels of underground mines.”

“Who would use such a thing? We Dagruan do not use pumps!”

The Outleaguer answered, “There is only one suggestion I would make to that, and that would be the surloyle.”

Korda and the carriers all looked to each other, stunned at the idea. Finally, the lead birdman said, “How could they? They are little more than cunning animals! How could they possibly build and work such machines?”

Anton gave a shrug. “Who can say, but that water is being drained quite fast. Too fast, I think, for it to be just the work of an underground stream.”

Sef said, “Regardless, we should get going. I don’t think we will get any more answers here, at least not quickly, unless we’re prepared to dig down ourselves and see what’s under the ash-covered ground.”

Korda pursed his lips, still contemplating the idea that surloyle could be under his feet somewhere nearby. That they might be using pumps to keep their tunnels clear of water so they could better undermine the foundations of the Dagruan’s cities left him speechless. 

Finally, after a long moment, the birdman said, “Yes, let us go and check this other site. Perhaps we can more easily get answers there? But first, let me pass on a warning to our people here to watch the ground.”

***
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Under the mid-afternoon sun, they flew towards where the Lisasirda had been breached when the cell brothers had first crossed into the Homerin. They would not get to the site today, instead having to stay overnight on one of the platforms hidden in the forest canopy, but tomorrow they would. Once there, they would investigate the fallen spire, seeking any sign the surloyle had been part of the gargoyle attack.

Of course, going back there reminded them of Matraia.

Back then, when Anton and Sef had reached the Homerin with the birdwoman, they had not known the Dagruan were about to face their own challenges. The horrors unleashed by the enemies of the birdmen and women since had been terrible.

In time the cell brothers had learned a good deal about the Dagruan’s adversary. Now they worked to discover even more and hopefully uncover the proof that would convince Dorloth of the scale of the threat her people faced.

As the wind whistled by, Sef said to Anton, “Do you think going to the fallen tower is a good use of our time?”

Anton gave a shrug. “It will be well worth it if we can find a sign the surloyle were there and undermined the foundations of that spire, aiding its destruction.”

“Yes. Surely such proof will help us convince Dorloth.”

“Let us hope so,” the Outleaguer said.

Sef gave a nod before asking, “Is Henna’s journal safe?”

Anton put a hand to his pack, which he wore strapped tight to his back. “Yes, it is here.”

“I hope the journal, papers and maps we have taken will help convince Dorloth, as I doubt we will have the chance to return to Henna’s apartment before this is all over.”

“Yes, time is running out.”

Sef said, “I fear the enemy will try another attack soon.”

“If we can find proof the surloyle are using tunnels to circumvent the Dagruan defences, Dorloth will listen, her attention caught. I am sure of it. If we can also show that such tunnels are not just few and far between, but instead numerous and being used by the enemy in an organised way to target Dagruan cities, she will understand the danger. I think then, when we are telling her the surloyle are corrupting the naskae in the lower levels of her people’s cities, making the soul pearls unstable and rupture, tearing apart the foundations, she will finally and fully comprehend the threat.”

“But what if she doesn’t?”

Anton shrugged, also worried that their evidence might not be compelling enough. “We can only tell her and emphasise that it was not our discovery, but Henna’s, and then surrender the journal to her – if Korda agrees. At that point, if Dorloth does not believe the evidence we have put before her, I honestly do not know what else we can do.”

Sef hated the idea they might yet fail to convince Dorloth, but that was why their trip to The Chain to uncover proof was important. If they did not find it there, he did not know what else he could do.
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Ossard, the Northcountry

The early afternoon sun shone down on Seig Manheim, who stood outside the city’s walls. He was not alone. With him were a circle of his cult’s most senior advisors. They all stood at the edge of the deep shade cast by the great tree seeded from the Blood Oak of Bouredelle. 

The shadows in front of them were not just deep, but also damp and chill, like something of the grave. The grass and clover under that veil grew fetid and yellowed. The tree was not just unnatural, but a manifestation in wood, bark and leaf of Death itself. While Seig felt some discomfort to be so close to it, he put such thoughts to the back of his mind. After all, Death was undeniably a part of combat, and that included the sour harvest of rot and corruption so often sown on the battlefield.

The great tree might have sprouted only days ago, but since then it had grown tall and wide, with thick meandering boughs spreading out from a trunk as solid as ten warriors standing shoulder to shoulder in a circle. The rugged bark along its trunk, limbs and larger branches ran black as if covered in mould, while the tree’s leaves spread like long unnatural fingers in a bloody shade of red.

Seig stood there looking up at the huge tree as he pondered the problem of Goldston. He would have preferred an honourable battle – they all would have – but the accursed rosetrees meant that would not be possible. Not by itself. And they all knew it to be true. That fact left him to ponder plans that used much less noble and honourable tools. 

But they needed a victory, honourable or not.

After a long moment, ready, he finally spoke his thoughts to Kave’s most favoured. “Choices must be made. We must balance the cost of our future action in Goldston against the gain. We must choose our strategy wisely.”

There was a murmur of agreement from amongst the warriors and battle-priests gathered in the sun by the edge of the great tree’s shade.

One of them remained quiet. A new member of the High Priest’s inner circle, the young warrior Duhan.

Seig continued, “In our effort to take Goldston – and consequently deal with the accursed rosetrees surrounding the town – we cannot waste lives. While the rear of Ossard must be secured before the Lae Velsanans’ arrival, the truth of things is we will need every Kavist we have to man the city’s defences against that graver threat. Goldston might be a danger, but only one of potential. The coming Lae Velsanan landing by their war fleet is a certainty.

“We will take Goldston, but spend as little blood as possible in the doing. Our primary focus is the Lae Velsanans. That means for Goldston we must look at all strategic options, including those that utilise such crude tactics as massed battle magic and even more brutal gifts. Such tools will spare the lives of our warriors for the real battle to come. To that end, let us discuss our options.”

Another round of agreement rolled across the group, although Duhan remained quietly at its edge. 

Seig noticed the group’s newest member wore a frown.

***
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Duhan had returned changed after his trip to scout Goldston and been altered yet again when Kave had possessed him in Market Square. He knew it. But he remained himself at his core.

Right now, while he was proud to be included in this meeting, his gaze lay locked onto the deep shade of the towering oak that rose beside the group. The tree’s shadow spread unnaturally dark and stifling, something more akin to the eternal night found inside a tomb. 

Involuntarily, he shivered. 

This was nothing like the cool and dappled shade of the trees he had played under as a child, where he, his brothers, and his parents had sought relief from the blistering southern sun. No, not at all. Back there in the balmy coastal settlements and hot inland farms of Heletian Saldae, trees might be felled to open more cropland and for their timber, but they were also valued to be left to grow. 

The woods there made life more comfortable by cooling the air and providing relief during the long hot summers from the sun. Not only that, they also held the soil in place when the rains finally came, and could be used as windbreaks. They were an asset. A beautiful gift. 

But the trees of his home were very different to the dark entity that rose in front of him here, as were the murderous rosetrees surrounding Goldston.

He narrowed his gaze as he studied the strange tree before him.

Born of the Blood Oak of Bouredelle, the tree exuded a presence so ominous and reeking of death that it not only had little in common with the shady trees of Heletian Saldae, but also anything else he held dear. He wondered, how could the corrupt entity before him be used in the service of Kave? Following the God of Battle was about the noble art of combat and glory of battle. Practicing the faith was the honing of fighting skills and mastering the lore of war. The faith focussed on training, practice, dedication and besting challenges. All of that also came with a good measure of natural justice, which meant the innocent should not be cruelled and a fight should – ideally – be between voluntary combatants and in that sense be fair.

He knew these were strange times, and the threat coming across the sea from Lae Wair-Rae was grave, but this tree of Death rising outside the walls of Ossard felt wrong. To turn from the honour and glory of face-to-face combat and instead rely on the detached, blunt and brutal dark magics of Death was not just bittersweet, but would leave a sour aftertaste. And the Blood Oak of Bouredelle – or anything sourced of that twisted tree – stank of the same foul corruption. 

Still, Duhan reminded himself, these were just discussions. Decisions were yet to be made – and as long as he was here, he might have the opportunity to shape them.

***
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Seig looked around the gathered group and noted all were ready for this discussion, although Duhan stood a step back with a troubled expression on his brow. The warrior’s gaze had been on the deep shadows that lay under the oak, but then swung back to Seig. 

The High Priest of Kave could see the latest member of his inner circle was discomforted by something. He would need to speak with him, but not in front of the group.

Trying to soften his manner and hook Duhan into the discussion, Seig addressed the whole of the group. “Our current plans offer three courses of action, but there are others open to us as well. Our favoured strategy is to get our warriors into Goldston by way of the river, while another is to simply bring the ridge down to crush the town and bury the rosetrees, or finally for us to rain fire and scorch everything in that damned section of the vale. Of all these plans, the first depends most heavily on our warriors, while the second and third rely more on battle magic and the blessings of Kave. All come with risk and a price in blood.”

Seig paused for a moment before he expanded on yet another option. A fourth strategy. A plan he suspected might hit some resistance. “There is another path we may take, one that can stand by itself or be combined with any of our other options. This strategy would utilise a tool previously used by us in our service to Kave.”

A stark silence settled.

One of Seig’s seconds spoke up to ask, “You speak of using the Blood Oak of Bouredelle?”

Duhan grimaced.

Seig was watching all those gathered, but most especially the newest member of his inner circle. He did not acknowledge the look of distaste the young warrior showed. Instead Seig turned to the priest who had mentioned the dark and ancient tree of the cursed forest. “Yes, for that strategy, we would use the Blood Oak of Bouredelle.”

All of those gathered looked up at the towering oak in front of them, at its great boughs, deep shadows, and wide trunk.

Seig let them study the tree for a moment. The entity, only days old, was truly remarkable if also ominous.

Only days ago, I held it up as a red acorn!

He continued, “Either in conjunction with the other plans already discussed or as its own strategy, we may again seek the assistance of the Blood Oak of Bouredelle and its kind. This time we would ask for it to send not just one group of oak spirits, but instead wave after wave of them racing up the vale to attack the rosetrees and take Goldston.”

There were nods of understanding, although there was reluctance too. No true warrior of Kave, regardless of rank in faith, wanted to hand the duty of battle onto others, yet the rosetrees presented a unique obstacle, and that consequently called for a unique response.

He continued, “At the moment, as you all know, I favour sending a force of our best warriors into the heart of Goldston by way of the river while using a host of the Blood Oak of Bouredelle’s spirit-warriors to harry the rosetrees. One benefit of this plan is to distract the cursed rosetrees and keep them focussed on an enemy other than us.” He paused for a moment and then added, “We should not fear the rosetrees, but they are not our natural adversary – after all, they are trees. In that sense the sword arms of our warriors are wasted on their green wood and tough bark. Such a fight is not balanced, honourable nor fair. I say let something similarly cursed and unnatural take care of them.”

A battle-priest agreed, “As much as I loathe inviting any dark magic into our battle plans, I accept meeting the rosetrees head-on would be like throwing our warriors against a wall of poisoned spears. There is no glory in such a fight, and even less if we deprive our best warriors of the chance to stand and face the coming Lae Velsanans.”

There were nods of agreement around the circle.

Even Duhan could see the sense of it.

Seig said, “We will await the news to be delivered via Lady Death and her people before we make a final decision on strategy. As it stands, I favour using our warriors, but if there are reasons to be concerned about the outcome of such a battle, I will reconsider our options. We need our best warriors for the real battle to come defending Ossard, not taking a holdout town. If necessary, we can bring the whole of the ridge crashing down on Goldston or scorch the bottom of the vale to the bedrock. Both will have ramifications later for farming the land, but they will secure the rear of the city before the arrival of the Lae Velsanans.”

Again, his circle agreed.

Seig said, “Go back to your training. We will meet again in a few days, after Lady Death has reported and we have had time to digest her news.”

The Kavists broke up and began heading back to the city’s gate in twos and threes.

Duhan also began to move but was slow and remained detached from the group.

Seig went to him. “Duhan, how are you?”

“Good, and pleased we have so many options.”

The High Priest nodded. “We will move against Goldston and crush the holdout, but that is not the main challenge ahead. On that I must be clear. The market town is only held by a few hundred farmers, artisans and merchants, as you reported. While we will be victorious, we must be quick and ruthless, as the real battle to come will see us face one hundred thousand seasoned Dominion troops as well as thousands of their cabalists. You know this to be true.”

Duhan listened, and while he could see sense in what Seig said, he could not hide his distaste. He had come to Ossard to serve Kave in battle, to fight against other warriors, and to not only prevail individually but as part of a much grander victory won by way of blood and sweat, and sword and shield. Carefully, and with considered words, he said, “I accept the use of battle magic at such a scale may be needed,” he then paused to indicate with a dip of his head the great blood oak before continuing, “but the involvement of this abomination troubles me.”

The air chilled as a sudden breeze stirred, setting the great tree’s boughs to creak and a flurry of red leaves to fall. One of them dropped to land on the High Priest’s shoulder.

Seig did not seem to notice the swirl of wind; instead he focussed on Duhan’s reluctance. The battle for Goldston had to be won, and not just against the townsfolk, but also the rosetrees. The older warrior could understand the young man’s revulsion at some of the tactics discussed, but there was something else that stirred deep within himself that troubled Seig. 

Doubts...

Why would Kave bestow such favour on a young warrior who might have shown promise but now stood to resist a senior priest’s counsel?

Duhan might eventually become a great warrior-priest of the cult of battle himself. Perhaps, Seig considered, even mightier than him. After all, the young warrior had already had blessings gifted and even, incredibly, a direct visitation, intervention and possession by Kave in a way that eclipsed any grace the God of Battle had shown to anyone the High Priest knew.

Including himself.

The breeze stirred afresh, suddenly bitter, sending a fresh fall of blood red leaves to drop around the two men. Again, one of them hit Seig’s shoulder before sliding off.

The High Priest’s thoughts continued; what was Duhan? 

Was he to also be a senior warrior-priest?

A greater priest? 

Perhaps even Seig’s replacement? 

If so, when would that be? 

After the coming battle with the Lae Velsanans?

Or before?

Seig looked to Duhan while he tried to suppress his concerns, but he was also being nagged by a rising tide of doubts. Tamping them down, he dismissed the young man’s comment so as to give himself a moment to gather his own thoughts. Finally, he said, “Abomination?” And then he added, “Duhan, this thing here is only a tree.”

In answer, Duhan met Seig’s gaze, his eyes almost aglow. “This tree is Death crafted of leaf, wood and bark.” The young warrior’s voice rolled across the grass and clover outside the walls of Ossard, as if the world were empty and only the gods and their servants listened. 

After a moment he continued, “There is nothing honourable nor glorious in using this tree as a weapon.”

Seig frowned to hear the young warrior’s words, although he understood the sentiment. 

Once, many years ago back in Fletland, Seig would have looked at this great tree born of the Blood Oak of Bourdelle and made the same remark. 

Abomination!

But a lifetime of battle, blood and death had taught him that such notions were simply too limiting. In the heart of battle, sometimes, if your enemy stood in front of you with greater strength, reach, armour or weaponry, you might have to take a less than noble action to claim victory – or beg for luck.

Not wanting to dampen the young warrior’s enthusiasm for his faith in battle, he said, “Duhan, while this may seem an unusual tool for us to use to achieve our ends, you must consider not the unsavoury origins of the tree, but instead what we aim to use it against.”

“The rosetrees?”

Seig gave a grave nod. “Yes, those accursed rosetrees. The same trees that tried to kill you and slaughtered the rest of the Chosen troop you were part of when you went to Goldston.”

Duhan thought on that, his gaze drifting back to the dark and twisted branches of the oak. After a moment of consideration, he said, “This blood oak is clearly a tool of Death.”

Seig felt himself grit his teeth, but he then took a deep breath and reminded himself, when he was young, had he not thought like that too?

Of course, that had been a long time ago. When things had been simpler. 

Yet Seig understood. 

This was the naivete of youth.

He said, “Duhan, death is part of battle and of who we are.”

The young warrior shifted his gaze from the blood oak and turned back to face Seig. “Death is most often the end result of battle, but that does not make it an ally or mean its servants should be used as weapons.”

Seig frowned with concern. 

How could Duhan not just be one of Kave’s Chosen, but also have been saved by the Battle God himself?

Duhan had changed – and not in a good way. The young warrior was overflowing with disrespect to his High Priest, and his judgement ran clouded by questions and doubts. Worst still, this discord was infecting Seig.

How could this be?

Had not Kave himself chosen Duhan once and then again?

How could Duhan not reflect Kave’s wishes?

Why were they not at the very least more closely aligned?

Seig needed to speak to Kurgar about the blessed warrior, but for now he would settle for reining him in. “Duhan, you need to remind yourself of what kind of enemy the rosetree is.”

“Yes?”

“The rosetree is the abomination and best dealt with by something similar, by a kind of green equal.”

Duhan thought on that for a moment and then gave a slow nod.

Pleased to see his words had made the younger warrior think, Seig continued, “In light of that, I have a task for you.”

“Yes, my High Priest?”

“I want you to go to the edge of the rosetree wood this afternoon part way up the vale. Halfway between here and Goldston should do. Take whatever tools you will need. You can also take a horse and cart, as well as a couple of battle brothers and sisters to help you.”

Duhan raised an eyebrow. “And what am I to do?”

“Go and find a grove of saplings at the edge of the rosetree wood where it comes down the northern ridge and into the vale. There, begin to take them down. Use an axe or fire, even a pick or salt the ground! Use any method that comes to mind.” 

The breeze stirred again, crisp and cool, drawing Seig’s gaze to where some fresh leaves fell on the dark soil under the tree, where the shadows lay thick and sour. He stopped speaking for a moment, but only a heartbeat, before turning back to Duhan and continuing, “Use tar and oil, whatever you can. I will see to it you have a range of poisons to experiment with. Try anything you wish. Go out and discover how to best destroy the rosetrees – and stop them growing back. If you can uncover a method more certain, quicker and easier than unleashing a host of nature spirits from the Blood Oak of Bouredelle to tear them apart, we will have an alternative to utilising this mighty giant you have maligned here,” a menacing edge crept into his voice as he finished, “even though it is a gift from Lord Kurgar!”

The young warrior was intrigued to have such a challenge, but felt it was one he could not meet in just a few days. Still, he could not admit that. He would have to try. Seig was giving him a chance to find an alternative, regardless of how unlikely such a thing was, so he would not turn it down. “Thank you, my High Priest. I will attend to this matter urgently. Now, if you have no further need of me for the rest of today and tomorrow?”

Seig grinned to hear Duhan’s acceptance of the challenge. A challenge they both knew he could not meet. “Yes, by all means. You can even stay at that work through tomorrow night and the following morning, as long as you are back by noon in two days’ time.”

Duhan nodded and left. 

Seig watched him go. With the younger warrior out of the way, the senior priest could focus on the preparations for Goldston and await news from Lady Death’s people, who were on their way back. He could also consider something much closer and more personal to him. Something he had only realised today.

Duhan was a rival.
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The Search
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Above the Homerin, Kalraith

The cell brothers’ long afternoon of flying came to an end as the sun sank over the Homerin in the west. The carriers let Sef and Anton’s tray down to a platform high in the forest canopy before landing themselves with Korda. They were all tired, but also glad to be out of Kalmoorth and on their way.

Two of the carriers began to prepare a meal while the others put out bedrolls. At the same time, Korda checked over the platform, walking its paths and going to its storeroom before coming back with some flasks of water and wine from its stocks. When he did, he remarked that there were two other groups using other linked parts of the structure.

Anton asked, “Did you speak with them? Do you know where they are travelling to?”

“They have left the defence of Bredorac and are now heading north.”

The Outleaguer gave a pleased nod. “That is good. I was worried they might be heading to Kalmoorth and could unwittingly deliver news of our presence here and the direction of our own travels.”

Korda agreed. “I understand. It would be best if Tilaemaris remained ignorant of our whereabouts for now and at least a few more days.”

Sef sighed with a touch of exasperation. “For the rest of our lives would be barely long enough!”

Anton grinned.

Korda said, “She cannot stop us, not while Dorloth has issued the order for you to have free passage in her lands. Having said that, I understand your concerns. Tilaemaris can still hamper what we may learn and limit the people we can speak to.”

Sef nodded as he asked, “I know she is trying to protect Dorloth and the order of the realm, but I cannot fathom how she can be so blind to the rising threat.”

Korda reached into one of the sacks he had brought back from the store and pulled out seven wooden cups, lining them up before he reached for a wineskin. “Tilaemaris has seen the rise and fall of thousands of swarms, in the past as well as the apparent rise of this new and synchronised threat.”

“Thousands?” queried Sef.

“Yes.”

“Over centuries?” the big Flet pushed.

Korda pursed his lips and then gave half a shrug. “As you know, we Dagruan are quite long lived.”

Anton looked to Sef before probing, “Like Lae Velsanans?”

Korda glanced down, checking for his cup as he reached for it. “Yes, as you say, like Lae Velsanans.” He paused for a moment before looking up and adding, “I do not know what Matraia has said, if anything, about the origins of our race. I know neither of you are fools and have noted the physical similarities in both our stature and faces.”

Anton gave a nod. “Indeed, the wings would seem to be the only notable difference between your two forms.”

Korda gave a slow nod as he carefully considered his next words and then said, “We are born of the same stock, Dagruan and Lae Velsanan, that much is true. You see similarities because of that, similarities that are undeniable.”

Sef gently pushed harder, eager for more answers. “And thus you have naskae, just as the Lae Velsanans do.”

It was not a question.

Korda agreed, a look of relief on his brow that he could clear the air between the cell brothers and himself. He knew many races of common man had complicated feelings towards the Lae Velsanans, feelings born of long histories both brutal and dark. “Yes, we have naskae and also call it that. There are differences, of course, as you have said. Our wings are obvious, but also our spirits and faith. We are not just aligned to Life through Dorloth by choice, but born of it. During the Fall of the Second Dominion of Kalraith, when Dorloth awakened into her true form and godhood, she called the first generation of Dagruan into being. Thousands rose, virgin wings unfurling for the first time from her fallen Lae Velsanan followers.”

Anton asked, “Fallen?”

“Yes, they had been killed during the climax of a great upheaval in the capital. Troops of the Dominion, loyal to the Ansilsae and the Kinreda’s Five Faiths, slew them. They were led by the one we call the Tur Quormana.”

The listening carriers around them all grew sullen at the mention of the name. Some dropped their gazes; others crossed their arms where they sat; one even shivered. 

Korda continued, “The Tur Quormana translates as the False King.”

Sef raised an eyebrow at that. He had not heard the title before.

Anton did not waste any time as he asked, “The False King?”

The queen of the Second Dominion, Queen Mae Dorla, had been widowed during an incident decades before the collapse. Factional fights – political and sectarian – and caustic rivalries between the nobility had caused regular eruptions of turmoil and bloodshed. In the end, in a bid to bring peace to her dominion, a dominion largely held together through little else than her charisma and determination, she married the son of a rival house to share power and give those standing against her a stake in maintaining order.”

Sef was already shaking his head. “It didn’t work, did it?”

“No.”

“What went wrong?” the big Flet asked.

“While the king consort and queen had initially worked together to stop their dominion unravelling, and at some point been quite amicable with each other, in time they became estranged. He was jealous of her. She was beautiful and, after having been tragically widowed to her first husband, had immense sympathy from her subjects. Sadly, she had also not been able to produce an heir. All of that combined with another issue, as the queen was forced to withdraw from public life under the strain of a deepening and mysterious malady. In her absence, old tensions rose, fuelled by factions who no longer held any interest in supporting a peace they thought doomed. Instead, they saw an opportunity. 

“At such a time, with society increasingly divided, too many slights or transgressions of the law were ignored in the interest of trying to hold the failing dominion together. Eventually, such graces were not seen as gifts, but weaknesses. In time things soured further. Many who should have known better drifted from their allegiance to their community, the rule of law, and loyalty to their queen, to instead focus solely on their own gain. As people moved to consolidate their power and indulge their own interests, even the Terura Kala – the Sixth Faith – emerged to become tolerated in a society increasingly fragmenting and adrift.”

Anton hissed, “The cults of the Horned God? Unbelievable!”

Korda agreed, “Yes. Yes, it was. The Five Faiths of the Kinreda pushed back at the general indifference to the Terura Kala many showed, while those most fervent in their faith took up arms.”

Anton and Sef were astounded to hear it, but were both hungry for more. They could tell this was all part of what they had been waiting for: Kalraith’s truth and the link between the Lae Velsanan and the Dagruan.

The birdman continued, “The king consort did not hold the power to rule. He had come to his crown through an arranged marriage years after the queen was widowed. The power remained with the queen.” Korda paused, using a moment to take a sip of drink. 

Sef reached for his own wine as he remarked, “I can tell this is going to be quite a tale.”

Korda agreed, “It will be. Have a drink, sit back and listen.”

Sef and Anton both did.


It started as polite disagreements mostly amongst the faithful scattered across the core pillar cities of Kalraith, but soon turned into riots. With the calming presence of the queen absent as she struggled under the weight of her deepening malady, the rising troubles built up and turned into a great convulsion that would threaten all of the Second Dominion.

As the chaos grew, one faith and its followers faced another – and not just re-emerging religions like the Terura Kala, but even the Five Faiths of the Kinreda, who no longer stood wholly united as their alliance strained. While the Kinreda’s union bent and threatened to break, just like the failing civil order that had delivered peace to the heart of Kalraith for an age, some saw an opportunity. Those who could see the Fall of the Second Dominion coming, instead of trying to stop it, grabbed for all they could before the great marble towers came crashing down around them.

Faith against faith, house against house, faction against faction, the riots did not die down but only grew in fury and spread.

For all the trouble raging, the violence was at its worst at the heart of Kalraith in Quersic Quor. There, as blood was spilled and buildings looted and burned, the pressure on the ruling class to restore peace became immense. But every effort seemed half-hearted, too little and always too late.

The queen had left her rule in the hands of a council of advisors and her consort while she was ill. During the rising chaos, when she needed her most trusted to pass on her appeal for calm, they were instead consumed by the riots themselves – one by one lost to the violence, kidnapped or assassinated – leaving only her consort remaining.

Initially, the king consort took the task upon himself to bring order back to the cities at Kalraith’s core, but the delay in his moves and the appointment of his own relatives and house’s allies soured the people’s trust in him. Suspecting they were witnessing a creeping coup, something veiled behind the chaos of the troubles, and already concerned by the queen’s mysterious illness, the citizenry loyal to Queen Mae Dorla rallied in support of her. They began to organise, not to join the riots, but to fill the streets of the cities of the core and claim them again for the rule of law.

The movement rose over the course of several weeks, pushing back on any who tried to continue the chaos whether they were criminals, opportunist, zealots or even of the king consort’s own noble house.

Eventually, when the consort heard of those trying to impose order and ignoring his authority, he called upon the military to deploy to the streets and enforce his decrees.

The initial wave of rallies in support of the queen rippled out from Quersic Quor to spread from city to city throughout Kalraith’s heart. Her faithful did not just take to the streets, but did so in huge crowds to stubbornly seek peace. They gathered calling her name, quenching the fires unleashed in the chaos as they used the sheer weight of their numbers to smother any violence and stop dissent.

Word came to the king consort that his appointments were being ignored, his house disrespected, and the people were in the streets of the capital calling for their queen. His anger exploded. 

He would have none of it!

Into that moment, as the power of the queen’s loyalists became undeniable, so too rose rumours that something momentous had happened in Queen Mae Dorla’s private chambers. Her physicians were stunned, while the feuding priests of the Kinreda retreated. Soon, news began to escape. Those of the Kinreda faiths called it a dark horror, while her doctors defined it as a shocking revelation, but one of light.

Word raced through the city like an icy winter wind. 

The telling of this two-sided tale restoked the rage of the Kinreda’s faithful while the queen’s loyalists were filled with awe.

The rumours said Queen Mae Dorla had almost died, only to then be miraculously all but reborn. She had risen from her malady, no longer weak and pale, but grown in strength and greatly changed. She was also now determined to support the order her followers had restored to the streets in her name. 

She would restore peace to the Second Dominion.

The priests and faithful of the Kinreda, including the king consort, who felt disenfranchised by the rise of the loyalists on the capital’s streets and the return of the queen, were threatened by this message. A message delivered via rumour from a queen who had only days before been close to death and still very few had seen.

In the end, despite the queen’s attempts to reassert herself and support her followers’ efforts to bring calm, those who had claimed power from the king consort’s short rule rose in a fresh round of chaos to this time clash against the queen’s return.

At that point neither side realised what was about to be unleashed.

But the gods did.

Blood.

The core of the Second Dominion, like a pierced heart, bled out.



Anton interrupted Korda’s retelling, realising a truth, “Queen Mae Dorla was – is – Dorloth?”

The birdman gave a deep nod as they sat under the dimmed lamplight of their camp, night having fallen around them. “Yes, she ruled the Second Dominion until she awakened to her godhood, her form also changing as she was reborn. At that point the Kinreda priests turned against her, as did her husband, who named her an abomination. In return, the senior priests of the Five Faiths declared the king consort Protector of the Ansilsae and crowned him Kalraith’s first High King. That is why we called him Tur Quormana.”

Sef understood, repeating the translation Korda had mentioned earlier, “The False King.”

“Yes.” He took a sip of wine. “Those who remained loyal to the Ansilsae and the Kinreda because of their deeply held faith – or the power they derived from it – labelled her an heretical abomination.”

Anton’s brow furrowed, his mind catching on something the birdman had said earlier that he needed to better understand. “Korda, you previously said the first Dagruan were born of Dorloth’s fallen? What did you mean?”

Korda sat back. “Let me tell you the rest of what happened.”


With the riots restoked by the most ardent followers of the Five Faiths at the Tur Quormana’s charge of heresy and blasphemy, blood, flame and smoke stained the capital afresh. Great plumes rose to twist, dark and acrid, as if summoning the Fall of the Second Dominion. 

The queen, through her closest friends, supporters and physicians, continued to call for calm, but the false king would have none of it. Instead, he purged the military units he had deployed in the capital of any who doubted his authority or righteousness, and then he unleashed his force, freshly blessed by the High Priest of Lady Andrasta – the Goddess of War – upon the capital’s citizenry who remained largely loyal to the queen.

In a single afternoon riots became battles. Angry words and insults were exchanged for clashing shields and bloodied blades. Instead of people being berated or pushed aside, they were butchered by the soldiers of their own military.

With the fighting spreading, and the Tur Quormana leading his skilled forces, armed and armoured, against the citizenry seeking peace, the queen was forced to call her followers to fall back to Quersic Quor’s main square, where she would not only speak to them directly for the first time during her season-long malady, but stand alongside them as they faced their fate.



Anton could not help himself, interrupting Korda’s telling as the carriers set out a simple dinner before them and topped up their wine. “What happened?”

The birdman met the Outleaguer’s gaze before dipping his head and reaching for some cheese. “You know what happened. I am sure you can already picture it, but let me finish telling the tale.” 


The fighting followed the queen’s supporters as they fell back to the capital’s main square, a huge expanse that held the temples of the Kinreda on one side and the towering royal residence on the other.
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