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The Man with Mirrored Eyes floated in a sphere of music, hovering horizontally in the middle of an unfurnished white room: no gilding, no carpeting, not a single stick of furniture. His black robes starkly contrasted with the room's brilliance, illumination seemingly from nowhere. Long, inky hair haloed his head as though he were underwater, and his eyes were closed, his arms outstretched, his fingers directing the waves of sound that pulsed across the chamber.

Glyphs span around him in interlocking circles, characters of Apokrypy that shimmered in shades of vibrant colors with every radiant note. Masiki stared, unashamed of her astonishment. She was considered proficient in Apokrypy to the point of mastery, but what she witnessed was impossible to duplicate or even fully comprehend, for that matter. Controlling so many characters was like gazing at the stars and interpreting an entire language from their arrangements. That kind of power could be used to topple kingdoms, alter the natural landscape of one's surroundings, and even toy with the very fabric of reality. 

He used it to create music. It was no small wonder he was the only person she called Adhiza. In the True Verse, the word meant Master, as in the mastery of all things attempted.

The characters trickled across the air rapidly, each sequence indicating a different wave of instrumental sounds. Masiki had no idea how much time had been devoted to building such an intricate composition or even what form of music it was, only it was complex beyond imagining. She heard the strings, drums, horns, woodwinds, and sounds she could not even identify, all in perfect concert as The Man with Mirrored Eyes weaved his Craft in the musical form of molten gold. The notes soared; fireflies of melodic characters danced around him until he was nearly lost in the cloud of flickering Glyphs. The sound washed over and carried Masiki in its current until she was unaware of anything but the haunting melody...

Unsummoned memories sprang from her mind. Before the armies and fire, before streams of blood muddied the fields. She recalled flying along the seashore, the laughter in her voice as she frolicked with her brothers and sisters. The waves washed in azure shades, and the taste of salty mist danced on her tongue. The music didn't just conjure up old memories as much as reanimate them, resurrecting details long forgotten in a manner so potent it felt more genuine than the reality. Every time she tasted the melodies he crafted, notes she could only describe as celestial, the result was the same. Sorrow and joy, loss and triumph twined together in one soul-shuddering package.

When the sound of the music finally died, he fixed his mirrored gaze upon her. She had never seen anyone with irises like his. They were devoid of color, only visible because they were reflective as polished mirrors. The pupils were eclipsed moons, black pits haloed by silvery brilliance. 

"I did not know you had returned." Even his voice was filled with music—melodic, almost hypnotic in tone.

"I didn't wish to disturb you, Adhiza. In truth, I wanted to listen. I cannot express how ... beautiful it is. I have never heard anything like it in my years."

His smile was a brief flicker of pleasure. "I am grateful for your company, Masiki. It is ever lonely in this place without the presence of other intelligent beings."

She could only imagine. With only speechless creatures outside for company, she did not see how he had not been driven to madness ages ago.

"I have done as you instructed, Adhiza. The fires you started long ago have spread as you predicted. Soon, they will rage beyond control."

His lips quirked. "Of course they will. Humankind is ever driven by storm and flame. They rage and blow about, heave and crash, burn and destroy. They will take what transpires as chaotic happenstance. By the time they discover it is manipulated, it will be too late."

Masiki did not question him. His plans were as complex as the threads of music he composed, perhaps even more so. She was content to remain on her knees and watch as a table suddenly materialized before him. There was no sensation, no way to discern the Crafts he wielded. Nature, reality—nothing was a bar to the feats he performed seemingly with the greatest ease. He could do anything, she realized. Nothing was impossible for him.

Except to escape the prison he was trapped in.

A turanga board with intricately carved figures was on the table, arranged as though he was playing against an unseen opponent. He picked up one of the pieces, an armored knight with an upraised sword.

The Warrior.

"How ironic," The Man with Mirrored Eyes said. "The very one who delivered you to me will set into motion the events that will lead to my freedom. A rare thing to find a legend in his own time, even more so to manipulate his final path."

He returned the piece and slowly picked up another, carved into a woman with a staff. "But before the Warrior can come into play, the Maiden must precede him. It has been the condition of man since the dawn of their time. No matter how they imagine otherwise, it is the female who leads. This one is close. It is time to activate the Eye."

He placed the figure back on the board. The wall behind him shimmered and became transparent, revealing the view beyond. Masiki wanted to close her eyes but refused to shame herself before her Adhiza. She forced herself to rise and stand beside him.

The Man with Mirrored Eyes looked beyond the view as though seeing the promise of emancipation to come. "So long. So long since I have been kissed by a cool breeze or enjoyed the taste of rain. You are my deliverance, Masiki. After tilling and planting for ages, my seeds finally bear fruit. Soon, my bonds will wither like dry grass, and I will feel the wind on my face again. The day comes swiftly, Masiki. I will touch the world again and bring to justice those who betrayed me."

His eyes glazed as his mind drifted to the realm of bygone memory. Masiki was free to shudder at the sight she never became accustomed to. No matter how often she returned, the view of the landscape outside always gripped her heart like squeezing fingers. Always struck her cold with fear.

The world was on fire.

Jagged, broken fingers of ebony stone jutted haphazardly in chaotic formations. Black-armored figures were barely distinguishable against the rocky backdrop as they toiled at their tasks, while creatures on leathery wings sailed across the flaming horizon. Flaring scars of pitch crisscrossed the blackened rock, and smoke roiled upward endlessly toward a sky as red as the rivers, an atmosphere that roared with shifting masses of eternal flame.

Masiki left The Man with Mirrored Eyes to his reflections, grateful to depart from that world of fire, the only prison that could contain his indomitable power. Though she could enter and leave the realm at will, her Adhiza was imprisoned by bonds shackled to the very fabric of his being. But soon, she would unravel the cords that bound him. Soon, she would earn his gratitude and be regarded as an equal, worthy of standing beside him. Once, she had ruled over much of Irth, an Empress over a kingdom with no horizon. That was small and paltry compared to what the Man with Mirrored Eyes could teach her.

She exited his chamber and strode down the sinuously winding hallway, pausing at a grand mirror that reflected just as her Adhiza's eyes did. The surface revealed a tall, willowy woman with an alluring face, dark eyes, and even darker hair that hung in luxurious waves to her shoulders. It was not her True form, but it suited her purposes. It was what she needed to accomplish her Adhiza's will. She smiled at her reflected self. The time was coming.

Soon.
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​Chapter 1: Alaric
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Alaric Aelfvalder cursed the rain. It fell incessantly, a waterfall from a gaping sky that pounded the earth with liquid fists. It was another enemy, reducing visibility and causing every step to be suspect. Alaric's footing was slippery one moment, sucking in thick mud the next. 

Yet, that was to be expected in Everfell. It shifted, altered, and reshaped itself at the whims of whoever controlled its aether-like nature. Alaric had entered the expanse to pursue Leilavin, who fashioned the realm in her own erratic image. Everything—the elements and the structures were bound to her. Binding properties that way was dangerous, but her fear had made her irrational. Everfell was her haven and prison, trapping her in a cell of her own paranoia.

Alaric smiled. Leilavin had not feared him at first, but she learned quickly.

Lightning flickered, transforming each drop of rain into an individually glittering lunestone for one spectacular second. Alaric blinked from the afterglow, trying to adjust his vision. The surrounding courtyard was a twisted maze of haphazard pillars, monuments, and statues in various stages of decay. There was no sign of the specters that hunted him, but he knew they were close. In ordinary rain against ordinary foes, his obscured vision wouldn't have mattered. But those he battled were far from ordinary. They were Reavers, on his trail as surely as hounds that had caught the scent of their quarry.

He had slain three of the six but already felt extraordinarily drained from the effort. His triumph and exhaustion were because of the glittering sword in his fist. He had endured much to possess the shimmering weapon, suffered the terrible cost of venturing into Ersetla Tari, the underworld of lies and shifting shadows. After fighting his way past bestial foes and surviving games of madness, he entered a hidden Threshold to face something worse.

His shudder had nothing to do with the pouring rain. The things he had seen, the truths he had learned ... no, he would not think of it. The important thing was he survived, emerging with one of the rarest fusorbs as his reward. A weapon powerful enough to destroy the Reavers and deliver his people. Nemon, it was called. In the True Verse, the name meant Eater of Souls.

Alaric took the battle to the Reavers, meeting them in the passes of the Dragonspine, where he cut their numbers in half. But the sword had its price. Every time he wielded the glowing blade, he felt drained, as though it fed off his vitality. 

He should have known. Legend said Brandon the Paladin had forsaken the fusorb. The corrupted vessel became parasitic shortly after. Once bonded with, it was not easily cast aside. The skin of Alaric's hands was nearly translucent, revealing blue veins pulsing beneath. He had pushed himself too far, too soon.

He fell back to regain his strength, but it never fully returned. The sword that had once been light as a feather soon became heavy as lead. Every step he took seemed to require more effort. He knew he most likely went to his death when he decided to press on into Everfell. But he would not fail his people, even if it meant returning to the horrors he had seen, the unspeakable betrayal that awaited all his kind when mortality reached out to snatch them from their world. 

Nemon hummed excitedly in Alaric's hands. He ducked as a black blade whistled by where his head had been only a moment before. The heavy stone pillar he had been leaning against was cut neatly in two. He rolled away as it crashed, breaking apart against the wet flagstones. Leaping to his feet, he raised Nemon against the rushing attack of the Reaver.

Alaric was tall, but the Reaver topped him by head and shoulders and was twice as wide. Its dull black armor plate was engraved with Glyphs of Sentience, allowing Leilavin to control it by mental command. The intricate runes were scarlet, branded into the armor by liquid fire. Spikes studded the heavy plate armor like thistles, and a great horned helm enveloped its entire head. Only the narrow slits in the visor were exposed, revealing flaring crimson embers. The black blade it carried was as long as Alaric was tall.

The rain sizzled upon touching the ebon metal, and steam trailed its every movement.

The death-blade met Nemon in a shower of sparks, shoving Alaric back. The other two Reavers approached behind the first, drawn to the power of Nemon like vultures to the stench of death. Together, they would be too powerful for him, especially in his weakened state.

Alaric rushed forward, heedless of his opponent's blade. It hummed as it missed Alaric by inches. His counterattack caught the Reaver off guard. Nemon hissed as it sheared the black armor, nearly cutting the Reaver in two.

It crumpled without a sound, cracking the rocky earth with the impact of its heavy body. The ember eyes flickered out like snuffed candles, and smoke billowed from the cracks and cavities in the armor. Alaric knew if he probed, it would only be an empty shell.

The other two froze momentarily, arms outstretched, and a gasping sigh escaped them. Alaric had learned from bitter experience that the Reavers were linked somehow, so the remaining gained power every time a member of their party fell. The last two came at him eagerly; any sign of weariness extinguished.

Alaric held Nemon aloft. The blade was brighter than the lightning that flashed around them. "Which of you is next, then?" He beckoned with his free hand as his long, silver-white hair flailed across his face. Once, the strands had glimmered like threads of gold, but that was before he picked up Nemon.

The blade drank of his soul but grew more powerful, shining like he held pure starlight in his fist. He attacked the first Reaver with a roar, shearing through its obsidian sword and continuing into the heavy armor. The resulting flash blinded as the Reaver exploded, the shrapnel of smoking black armor skidding across the gravelly walkway. Alaric tottered and fell to one knee, chest heaving as he leaned on Nemon to avoid collapsing.

It was then the last Reaver attacked. 

Alaric barely dodged the first swing. His vision swam, but he held his ground despite the strength that fled with each deflected blow. 

If you fall, your people will perish.

With a cry of rage, he spun past the Reaver's stabbing attack. The ebony blade grazed his armor, parting it like rotted fabric. Ignoring the shallow gash it opened across his side, he swiftly counterattacked. Nemon flashed, cleaving through the Reaver's armored forearm with ease. The severed member struck the flooded ground, still clutching the massive sword.

Undaunted, the Reaver struck with its other gauntleted fist. Alaric felt his ribs crack as he sailed backward. He hit the muddy ground hard, skidding until he tumbled into a wide, overflowing puddle. Half-submerged, he sputtered and groggily lifted his head.

The towering apparition was barely visible in the pouring rain, but it stalked toward Alaric calmly, producing another weapon from behind its back. The razor-edged scythe was long and wickedly curved, gleaming dully when the lightning flashed. The Reaver's steps squelched, splattering mud and water as it advanced. Greenish light wafted from the stub where its forearm had been, but the wound was unfelt or ignored. The Reaver's eyes flared behind the helm, matching the lightning that flashed as it raised the dripping scythe blade.

Alaric rose, catching the weapon as it fell. The wind howled as he grappled with the towering death-knight. The storm beat against them, tossing their garments and pounding them with stinging rain as they struggled to overcome each other. Alaric pitted both arms against the Reaver's one and was still nearly outmatched.

He glared into the Reaver's ember eyes, matching hate for hate, teeth gritted in a snarl. With all his remaining strength, he pivoted and hurled the Reaver aside. It sailed some thirty spans before it crashed against the rocky hillside. A portion of the hill toppled, burying it.

Alaric exhaled a cloud of vapor, barely able to stand. His ribs pulsed, and every throb of agony intensified as blood ran freely from the gash in his side. The rain beat down mercilessly, forcing him to shield his eyes and squint to see the damage.

The Reaver emerged from the rubble, shrugging off the massive stones like pebbles. Raising its monstrous helm, it gazed at Alaric as though unimpressed. Hurling the debris away, it advanced—an unstoppable juggernaut that would not rest until its target perished.

Alaric stood on unsteady legs, waiting for a fate he couldn't stop. He had given everything, but the Reaver was too strong. Alaric had failed, and he would pay the price for his defeat. He prayed his people would find another way to survive. Perhaps they could find a way to prevail where he could not.

Something on the ground pulsed with light, like a glowing heartbeat. 

Alaric looked down and saw Nemon gleaming as if newly forged. It took all his concentration to focus Kinesis, linking his mind to the weapon. He couldn't use the Craft directly against the Reaver, but a simple bind from mind to metal caused the blade to lift as though by an invisible hand, humming its song of bloodlust and death.

The Reaver hesitated for a moment as if uneasy. Alaric motioned, and the sword flashed as though born of the storm. It hovered in the air one moment, and the next, it impaled the Reaver to the hilt.

The Reaver tottered, struggling to step forward. Its armored hand outstretched toward Alaric as though its last thought was to complete its mission to destroy. The eyes flashed, and then a bellow escaped it, a roar of rage and defiance, a scream of sheer animal hate. The great helm exploded, revealing only greenish, flickering light before the armored shell crumpled in an explosion of glowing dust and smoke.

A gale-force wind shoved its way through, forcing Alaric to clutch one of the pillars to keep from being swept away. The wind died as quickly as it came, and when Alaric looked up, all remnants of the Reavers were gone as though they had never existed. Nemon remained, planted into the stones as though by a mighty hand. It flashed once more as if demanding to be used again. Alaric tottered over in obedience. He felt thin, his skin paper, his bones brittle glass. Yet he had never felt so alive, so capable of doing anything he desired. He was losing himself, he knew. He was dying.

But not yet.

Alaric turned. The Threshold was before him, the gateway that would take him to Leilavin's last place of refuge. Alaric placed Nemon on his shoulder. Its weight almost buckled his knees, but he somehow managed to stay upright. Water rushed across his boots as he ascended the vine-covered stairway. One step at a time, he approached the Threshold.

One step closer to death. One step closer to salvation.
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​Chapter 2: Nyori
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Every step took her closer to the future.

Nyori's fingers lightly brushed the roughly-hewn surface of the hand-carved stone corridor. It seemed to whisper secrets from every crevice, the mouth at the end only a teasing mirage that lengthened with every forward step. Its iridescent glow beckoned from the Chamber of Pools. She had never seen them, but she knew what to expect. Water that was not water, liquid that glimmered of its own accord. The Pools were only utilized for rites of passage. In her case, to symbolize her transition from an apprentice to an anointed Shama.

Slow, easy breaths.

Her heart quickened regardless. She had yearned for the day, tasted the expectation since her parents hastened to Halladen and delivered her to the Sha ten summers ago. Her village in the Steppes was quickly put behind her, a life she could never return to. Her new life was in Halladen, the Hidden City. Buried deep in the circle of mountains centered in the vast and wild Great Steppes, it was the abode of the Sha, masters of healing arts and keepers of ancient lore.

"Do you remember, Nyori?"

Nyori glanced over her shoulder. Ayna was a comforting shadow behind her, in the tradition for the student's mentor to witness the anointment. Ayna's eyes glowed golden in the dim light beneath the wide cowl that covered her head. Nyori might have found such an oddity discomforting at once, but she had years to become used to her mentor's distinctive traits. 

"Remember what?"

Ayna seemed to smile comfortingly, but Nyori couldn't tell in the darkness. "The days when you first came to us. Such eagerness. Many hang back from fear or unease, but not you. You tackled every new lesson as though it was your last, pestering your instructors until they finally presented you to me."

Nyori smiled at the memory. Ayna only dealt with the most talented students and was the only instructor who could handle Nyori's insatiable desire to learn everything. Nyori quickly surpassed the other apprentices, mastering the basic skills so swiftly that Ayna was practically forced to devote special training to her eager and adept pupil.

"I still am not as young as when you became a Shama, Ayna."

"You are the youngest we have had since my anointment. You should be proud of yourself, Nyori. I certainly am."

Nyori felt a swell of satisfaction at her mentor's words. Anya was never one to dole out gratuitous praise, something her apprentices understood all too well. While never harsh, she was rarely satisfied, always ready to extract more from her talented pupils.

They silently continued before finally emerging from the tunnel. It opened to a rounded chamber of black stone flecked with glimmering azure runes called Glyphs. Each tiny character pulsed, beckoning Nyori to understand their language and harness their power. The illusion of a clear night sky was so convincing that she felt a temporary wave of dizziness.

A trio of Pools glittered in front of her, frosted liquid that lay undisturbed by even a single ripple. Each was encircled by a metallic ring engraved with Glyphs that pulsed in alternating patterns of golden light. She felt the current that emanated from the shimmering surfaces. Not Eler, the energy of life. It was Aether, the energy from the heavens. The Pools were all that illuminated the chamber, casting it in hues of shimmering blue. Her white bathing dress glowed in its radiance.

Each Pool had a separate purpose, but only one directly concerned her. She knew in advance her path led to the Pool on the left.

Where the Ternion waited.

They were spoken of reverently, almost apprehensively. No one had seen them outside the Chamber of Pools, as if they didn't exist anywhere else. Despite her best attempts to unearth answers, Nyori had learned nothing useful about them at all. 

The trio turned as she entered, their faces shrouded from the wide hoods of their tattered robes of faded black. For a moment, she was paralyzed by their scrutiny, the hidden gazes that probed almost intrusively, penetrating as though she were naked and defenseless.

The vulnerable sensation dissipated when Ayna placed a comforting hand on Nyori's shoulder. Nyori almost gripped it gratefully, but clasped her hands instead and forced herself to meet the piercing stares of the Ternion. The silence stretched for moments of eternity.

A bead of sweat slid down her temple.

What are they waiting for?

As if reading her thoughts, one of Ternion shuffled forward three steps. Her voice dragged across the dry walls of her throat in more of a croak than a voice. "Whom do you bring with you, Daughter?"

Ayna stepped forward. "One who has learned. One who would learn more. One who is ready."

Another Ternion hobbled forward. Try as she could, Nyori could not penetrate the gloom of their hoods to see their faces. "Nyori Sharlin, apprentice of the Sha. Once the path is taken, there is no turning back. Are you ready to face what lies beyond?" Her voice was the same as her Sister, as though they shared the same mouth.

Nyori swallowed hard. It was almost a shock that her voice did not break when she answered. "I am ready, Mother Ternion."

The third Ternion took three creaking steps forward and extended her hand. The fingers were gnarled almost beyond recognition, skeletal sticks covered by leathery parchment. "Then come. I am Norna. I will take you to the Eye."

Nyori did not know why she hesitated. She was acutely aware of Ayna's expectant gaze, yet her feet would not respond. Not while looking into the endless shadows of the faceless hood in front of her.

"I ... I want to see your face." Nyori sensed Ayna stiffen behind her but kept her gaze steady. "If you don't mind."

Norna's knotted hands rose to clutch the frayed ends of her hood, where they hesitated. "Are you afraid, Daughter?"

With her heart trying to beat out of her chest, there was no need for denial. 

"Yes."

"As you should be."

The hood was snatched back, and Nyori gasped.

Crystalline eyes practically glowed from a face almost as young as Nyori's. The tattered robes were replaced by finely spun wool. Norna's hair was lustrous and raven-black, her skin smooth and flawless. Her voice was almost musical.

"But fear is not a bad thing, Nyori. Not when sagacity tempers it. You are right not to accept illusion without question. Your inquisitive nature will serve you well in your role as a Shama. If you choose to continue." She quirked a bemused eyebrow.

"I am ready, Mother Ternion," Nyori said quickly. She took the offered hand and followed Norna to the other Ternion.

"Paera, Moira. Please welcome Nyori Sharlin, our newest daughter," Norna said. They nodded gravely, looking so similar that Nyori could scarcely tell the difference.

Perhaps one illusion was just exchanged for another. It didn't matter. What mattered lay in front of her.

The waters of the Pool were warm and tingled slightly. It was the sensation of moisture without being touched, immersing in liquid lighter than air. The Ternion held her gently by the shoulders and neck as they slowly tilted her backward.

Norna smiled encouragingly. "When you arise, you will be shed of your old life and born into your new one. Look into the Eye, and do not fear what you discover."

Nyori clasped her arms across her chest. They lowered her until she was completely submerged under the surface. Blue-tinged ripples distorted her view, transforming the Ternion into indistinct figures in glowing white.

She closed her eyes and Shifted.

The focus required to switch from the Outer to the Inner mind was one most apprentices never achieved. Many spent years trying to learn to Shift, only to burn themselves out on equal portions of frustration and futility.

Nyori had learned in weeks.

When she opened her Inner eye, she viewed her own motionless body gelled in the glowing water as though frozen. Time moved differently in the Shift, as seconds could turn into hours and minutes into days. She had all the time she needed to seek the Eye.

She turned and swam downward, where the light muted until it appeared nothing existed but shadows. She took a wary glance behind. Her body was still submerged but so far away that it seemed almost indistinct. For a moment, she hesitated.

Once the path is taken, there is no turning back.

When she turned again, the Eye of Everfell stared into her face.

It was embedded in the carving of an enormous face that protruded from the murky bottom. Determining if an entire statue lay buried there was impossible, but it would tower as high as the hills if it were so. Time and erosion had long obscured the statue's features, but the Eye remained centered on the statue's forehead. In place of the iris was a dimly glowing orb around the size of Nyori's face. As she drifted closer, it appeared cloudy, as if enveloping the secrets it held within. The swirling haze dissipated at her touch, the orb effused with a warm glow.

It flashed, brilliant as sudden sunlight. The orb became translucent, reflective as glass. She had a startling sensation of being seen by the mirrored eye, watched by something grave and terrible. Her reflected image was indistinct, washed out. She squeezed her eyes shut and felt a sensation like fading, disappearing into something lighter than air.

[image: Shape
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WHEN SHE REGAINED HER senses, she immediately knew something was wrong. Her hands scraped against cracked and pitted stones. It was something substantial. Something solid. 

Nyori slowly lifted her head.

There were no trees, but autumn leaves floated like dying butterflies swept along by an imperceptible wind. A ring of blue-tinged stone towers surrounded her. The view beyond the circle was a washed-out painting, a hazy backdrop of drab hills seemingly placed to conceal the nothing that lay beyond. Only the towers of perfectly stacked stone appeared solid. Beyond their boundaries, everything was distorted. She gasped when she stared upward. In place of the sky, an ebony ocean rippled above her head. Sapphire shimmers danced among the waves like mischievous jellyfish posing as stars.

She was no longer in the waters of the Pool, no longer anywhere familiar. Somehow, the Eye had transported her into a completely different realm. Her heart pounded. She knew the dangers of Shifting minds, but they were always metaphysical, dangers of drifting too far from herself, losing the anchor of her physical body while in her Inner mind. Nothing was said of physically transporting from one place to another. Her hair swung slowly across her face as she turned around to view her surroundings.

"Where am I?" Her voice distorted as it mockingly echoed around her.

"You are in Everfell, child."

Nyori's heart leaped into her throat at the sound of the mysterious voice. She whirled around, moving as though still immersed in water. A black-cloaked figure glided from behind one of the towering slabs of stone, gazing with an intensity that Nyori felt. Cold seeped into her bones as if the figure touched her with icy fingers.

"Everfell? I didn't know..." Nyori took a cautious step back. "Who are you?"

The figure advanced. Nyori caught sight of a woman's face, fine-featured and ageless. Her skin was white as bone, her lips painted black, and her irises the color of blood. Ebony robes covered her from head to foot, embroidered with jet roses at the hems and the wide sash at her waist. Twin black-lacquered daggers were thrust into the waistband.

Her crimson eyes glowed from beneath her sooty lashes when she spoke. "I am Leilavin, child. I am the keeper of Eymunder and master of this realm. Your trespass is forbidden. Who are you? How did you arrive here?" Her voice lashed like a whip, demanding a response.

Nyori edged back from the woman's fierce stare. "My name is Nyori Sharlin. I ... the Eye of Everfell brought me here."

Leilavin paused, searching Nyori's face as if seeking confirmation of her words. Nyori felt a tingle across her scalp. Is she capable of reading my mind? She shivered at the thought.

Leilavin tilted her head in a birdlike fashion. Her words only confirmed Nyori's fears. "You speak truly. The Eye did indeed bring you here. But why? Unless ... you are not a descendant of the Theurgist, are you?"

"I don't understand."

"It may be. One way to find out. Come quickly." Leilavin strode past Nyori, beckoning urgently. "Hurry, child. If you possess the proper bloodline, you can take Eymunder away from this place before it falls."

Nyori hesitated. Leilavin was small in stature, but her appearance and bearing cast an intimidating shadow. Like the Ternion, Leilavin did not need to declare her power. Her overwhelming aura spoke for her, whispered of secrets and darkness.

Leilavin's silken cloak ruffled as she hurried down a narrow path of beaten ground. "Your arrival is either fate or tragic happenstance. The Pale Lord is on his way here as we speak. I have slowed his approach, but he is more powerful than I have foreseen. He will arrive soon. You must claim Eymunder before he does."

Nyori rushed to catch up to the swiftly moving woman. The movement was strangely dizzying, the blurry surroundings disorienting her. "What are you talking about? I only want to find a way to get—" She paused as they entered a clearing.

A rounded slab of stone was cut to resemble a table in the center of the towers. Familiar waters surrounded it, glassy liquid that glimmered as though lit by azure fires.

Much like the Pool at home.

Leilavin pointed. "Go, quickly. Place your hands on the stone, and Eymunder will be yours."

Nyori hesitated. "I don't even know what Eymunder is. You have to be able to tell me something."

Leilavin looked around as though expecting a sudden attack, her bloodless face half-covered by her cowl. "Eymunder is a powerful Geod that was hidden from your world for ages. Once, it aided the most powerful of the Elious. There is no time to say more, child. You must have been ushered here for a purpose. If you do not act, many will suffer for your lack of courage."

Nyori took a deep breath. "Is this some sort of test, then? Is that why the Eye brought me here?"

Leilavin regarded her coldly, impatience burning in her eyes. "This is no test, child. I am at the last of my resources. My realm is under attack, and you appeared from nowhere at the time of my greatest need. Perhaps this is providence. But you must act swiftly, or we will die very soon. The Pale Lord is not known for his mercy."

Nyori expanded her senses, trying to read what she could of the other woman. She had been taught to feel for intentions, whether a person meant to help or harm. But she could not read anything from Leilavin. It was dizzying even to try, as though the focus vanished in the sucking whirlpool of Leilavin's presence.

Once the path is taken, there is no turning back. 

Norna's words whispered in the back of Nyori's mind. All she knew was the Pool took her into Everfell, and the same waters were before her. If it was the only way back...

She hesitantly stepped into the blue water. The sensation was like the Pool back home—dry though wet, tingling as though seeping inside her. She waded to the slab and stepped onto the stone platform. The slab was smooth and glassy as though polished. Glyphs were carved around the lip, unreadable runes that seemed to murmur beyond her understanding. The dark, liquid sky reflected across its glossy surface.

"Place your hands on the stone," Leilavin said.

Nyori followed the instructions. The stone hummed, warming at her touch, and the Glyphs glowed like molten gold across the table's face. Nyori's fingers were pulled with irresistible force, latching to the surface as though her skin melded with the stone. She immediately panicked, uselessly trying to tear her hands free. There was a better chance of ripping her hands from her wrists than detaching them from the slab. She looked frantically over her shoulder.

Leilavin smiled. "Almost there, child. Calm yourself. You will be able to claim Eymunder soon. Look." She pointed.

Nyori turned back to the table. A perfect circle opened in its center. What emerged from the cavity was a slender rod about the length of Nyori's forearm. It appeared to be made of glassy crystal, topped by a small orb of amber.

"Quickly. Take the staff, child!"

Nyori almost staggered when her hands were unexpectedly freed from their imprisonment. She flexed her fingers experimentally but didn't see any damage done. She hesitantly reached for the rod, but the table was too tall. Eymunder lay inches from her grasp.

"I can't ... reach it."

"You must," Leilavin said. "The staff belongs to you. You must claim it."

Nyori stretched desperately, but the crystal rod still lay out of reach.

Lightning forked across the ebony ocean above them. The flickering lights became agitated, scattering across the surface as though Everfell itself shuddered in fear. 

Leilavin's voice thickened with dread. "Focus. The Pale Lord is close." 

Nyori cleared her mind as she did when Shifting. She focused on the wand. Only the rod, and not on the distance between it and her hand, but in her grasp.

The glassy wand slid across the surface into her waiting fingers. 

Liquid fire laced across her hands and forearms when Eymunder touched her, burning patterns of Glyphs into her flesh as if tattooed there by lightning. She barely had time to register the heat before the symbols melded into her skin. Gasping, she stared at the fading characters, which pulsed in time with her rapidly beating heart before they slowly faded away as if never there.

Leilavin was at her side in an instant, so quickly that Nyori hadn't seen her cross the waters. Her face was exultant, eyes beaming scarlet light from the shadows of her cowl. "Eymunder has bonded to you, implausible as it seems. You have prevented a tragedy, child. But now you must leave this place, or our efforts are for naught."

Nyori clutched the crystal rod to her chest. "Bonded—what does that mean? I—"

"Leilavin!"

The voice that roared the name was ragged but strong. Nyori turned and saw a man staggering toward them.

At least she thought he was a man. He could have been Leilavin's brother: his face was nearly as bloodless and bore similar fine-boned features. But where her eyes were rubies, his were sapphires, shimmering and cold as frozen lakes. His armor appeared to be beaten sheets of silver chased in ivory, once wondrous but now scarred and battered, stained in blood and muddy earth. His face and long silver hair were also sullied, haggard and worn from pain and exhaustion. Every step he took seemed to take great effort, as though flesh had failed him, and he stood upright solely from some inner defiance or indomitable will. 

A torrent of rain dropped from the sky at his appearance, immediately soaking them to the bone. Nyori did not need Leilavin to name him. She already knew who he was.

The Pale Lord.

Nyori's breath caught at the sight of the naked sword in his fist. It was a sword of minstrel's tales, a weapon that belonged to warriors and kings of myth and legend. The blade was long and edged on one side, slightly curved to give it a graceful appearance. Its surface was blue-tinted and reflective as rippling sheets of glittering ice. Unreadable Glyphs were etched across it in gold. An obsidian orb centered the crosspiece, darker than any black Nyori had ever seen.

"I have destroyed your Reavers," the Pale Lord said, his eyes fixed on Leilavin. "They will torment my people no longer. I met them on the high passes and cut their numbers in half. Those who remained to guard this Threshold sought to ambush me as I arrived. Their husks lie outside the gates. All of their might was nothing against the bearer of Nemon." He hefted the sword, which flashed like liquid starlight.

Leilavin stood in front of Nyori protectively. Her silken robes clung to her slim form, soaked through by the downpour. "At what price, Alaric? That blade had a different purpose once. The Paladin cast it aside after releasing the souls captured by its Geod. The Shadow Prince corrupted it so that it feeds on a single soul now. Look at your hair. Your skin. It has fed well on your essence. Soon, all of you will be lost."

Alaric's face contorted in heated rage, though his words were spoken between vapor-clouded breaths, exposing his fatigue. "My soul is strong enough. Enough to finish your Reavers. Enough to force my way into your aether-realm and claim what is mine."

"Eymunder is not yours, Alaric. And it never will be."

Alaric drew close enough for Nyori to see the blue veins crisscrossing his face beneath his almost transparent skin. His features might have been handsome once, but now his bones pushed against the flesh, molding his face into a living skull. He looked like a dead man except for his glimmering eyes.

"My claim is as good as yours, Leilavin. You deceived my people with your fickle promises. You have cursed our existence, but I will redeem us. The price I paid to wield Nemon was not merely to slay your Reavers. It was to bring me here, to your sanctum. Eymunder is the salvation of my people, and I will have it. Step aside."

Leilavin's voice turned smug. "You know I cannot wield the staff. But Eymunder has been claimed." She pulled Nyori forward, placing her lily-white hands on Nyori's shoulders. "A descendant of the Elious has the birthright. You cannot deny it, Alaric."

Nyori expected Alaric to explode with rage, but he only gazed at her with glimmering eyes. She thought she saw sadness, almost hidden in the smoldering blue fires. 

He returned his gaze to Leilavin. "I expected you to have one last act of deceit, Leilavin. It would be so unlike you to surrender without one. You expect me to walk away because this waif has claimed Eymunder? What good will it do her? Her people have forgotten the ways of Apokrypy and know nothing of the Crafts. They are only shadows of whispers, sparks that flicker briefly and die when expelled from the fire."

He gazed at the iridescent sword in his fist. "What is one more life taken compared to the black deeds I have already done? Her death means nothing to me. I expected better of you, Leilavin." 

He turned his gaze to Nyori, and she saw the fatal verdict in his haunted stare.

Leilavin shoved her forward. "Go, child!"

Nyori opened her mouth, but she was already falling. She saw the rage and confusion on Alaric's face as he stretched out his hand to her.

She tumbled into the blue-frosted waters of the Pool.

The waters that had only been knee-deep were suddenly fathomless. They flashed as they swallowed her. A monstrous undertow yanked her, and streaks of inverted light whipped by as she was pulled at impossible speeds, ever faster until the water glistened like liquid glass. The Eye of Everfell drew nearer, filling her vision, only this time it was aflame, searing despite the waters surrounding it. The statue melted like heated wax; tears of melted stone flowed into the frothing water. The Eye saw through her, into her, before her body rushed toward her, or she rushed toward her body. She Shifted in wild desperation...

Time unfroze when she emerged from the pool with a roaring gasp. Daggers of fire stabbed her lungs, and liquid spewed from her mouth as she flailed before sinking again. Shocked, urgent voices became audible.

"There! She came up there!"

"How could she..."

"Grab her before she sinks again!"

"Where did she..."

"That's it! Hold her..."

Gentle arms supported her. She was lifted, only half aware the chamber was now crowded with Sha, women and their male counterparts. One of the Ternion sisters spoke in a commanding voice that rang over the din.

"You will not disobey the laws of the Chamber, no matter what the cause! Leave matters in our hands before you blight this chamber with your trespass."

Anxious and confused voices smothered the air with questions as the others obeyed, but the only voice Nyori focused on was Norna's, calm and soothing in her ears. 

"That's it. Just breathe, Nyori. You're going to be all right."

It hurt just to move, to open her mouth to ask. "What happened, Mother Ternion?"

Norna's eyes were troubled. "You vanished. We don't know where you went. Or how you got back. All we know is after you disappeared, things changed within the Eye."

"What ... what do you mean? What changed?"

Then she felt it. The weight of Eymunder tugged like a bar of iron in her hand. She painfully lifted her arm to gaze at the crystallized wand.

Norna looked at her pityingly. "Everything, Nyori. Everything has changed."
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​Chapter 3: Marcellus
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You are summoned. Come at once.

The message awaited Marcellus Admorran as he rode in from the pasture with Alexia laughing delightedly in his lap. Despite her tender age of four, she adored horses. Even Shadowdancer seemed only a plaything to her, regardless of the stallion's fearsome size and temperament. Alexia had begged to ride until Marcellus finally relented. The day was warm for the autumn season, the wind mild as it whisked through her red-gold hair. Her excited squeals brought laughter to his heart as he remembered the first time he rode a horse so many years ago. Shadowdancer had trotted as though stepping on clouds.

It ended too soon.

Evelina waited at the stables with a young, blue-coated courier in tow. She smiled, but worry clouded her eyes. Marcellus placed Alexia in her arms as he dismounted and turned to the courier, who handed him the small scroll with a salute.

Marcellus dismissed the lad with a gesture. "See Master Huib for your coin, boy."

The lad nodded and dashed off. Marcellus turned the scroll over. A rearing lion topped by a crown was pressed into the blot of wax that sealed it.

"The king's standard."

He broke it and read the words. Looking up, he met Evelina's eyes. Golden strands of hair fluttered across her face as she held Alexia tightly. Both gazed at him with identical somber expressions.

Evelina nodded. "Go." 

[image: Shape
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SHADOWDANCER'S MUSCLES churned as the stallion galloped down the darkened path. Trees and brush became insubstantial blurs, but the unease Marcellus tried to ignore only grew more distinct. It wasn't as though he hadn't been called to the Royal Palace many times before, as endless invitations to banquets and tourneys requested his presence. The difference was those invitations were all issued by the king's secretary. The words on the scroll were hastily scrawled, but he recognized the king's handwriting. Questions fluttered in his mind like startled doves as Shadowdancer hurtled through the night.

Marcellus arrived as the morning rays bathed the mountains. The shopkeepers were just opening their doors, and the sweep boys worked their brooms on the cobbled streets. Only a few glanced up as Shadowdancer trotted up the road to the Royal Palace. 

He paused only to see Shadowdancer was stabled properly before reporting to the king.

The doors to the Grand Hall were usually open, but two men garbed in the sturdy blue and gold tabards of the Imperial Guard stepped forward as he approached. With formal severity, they crossed their silver-gilded halberds to bar his path. Marcellus once knew every man of the Guard, but the pair before him were strangers. Their eyes glowered from beneath their crested helms.

Before he could open his mouth, a familiar voice spoke up.

"Easy, lads. Know that the man you seek to obstruct is Marcellus Admorran, Champion of Kaerleon."

Rodell Pariot wore a wry smile. Though several years older than Marcellus, only a few strands of silver lined his neatly trimmed hair and goatee. The streaming sunlight from the high windows caused the Golden Lions on his high collar to shine, as did the crowned shield on the left breast of his gleaming cuirass, marking him Captain of the Imperial Guard. 

Marcellus clapped Rodell on the back as the guards fell back, stammering apologies. "Rodell, I almost did not recognize you. I see you have traded the black for white."

Rodell gave a good-natured laugh as he adjusted the cuffs of his richly embroidered ivory doublet. "I have indeed. I no longer have to deal with blood or mud stains as I did when serving as a Ranger. White suits me well, I think. I apologize for my men's behavior. It's been some time since Marcellus Admorran has graced these halls. See what happens when you neglect your social obligations? It appears your legend is more familiar than your face these days."

Marcellus waved a dismissive hand. "You know that I've sought peace and quiet with my family since retiring. I'm here now, and the mood in these halls has never felt darker. Has the king taken ill?"

Rodell's smile never slipped, but his eyes flicked toward the guards, who had returned to their original stations. "Nothing of the kind. The days are odd, Marcellus, as are the king's whims. Seeing you should lift his spirits, so let us not delay." 

As they passed out of the guard's earshot, Rodell's cheerful demeanor vanished, replaced by a worried frown. "You have been sorely missed. His Majesty has not been himself of late, and many are concerned, myself chief among them."

Marcellus frowned as their footsteps echoed loudly. The Hall was usually thick with servants, messengers, and petitioners, but now it stretched from door to door with an almost mocking emptiness. 

"I have just arrived, and I find myself concerned. You have a hundred other duties to attend to, yet I find you guarding the Hall. What is Lucretius thinking?"

Rodell shrugged lightly. "Thinking appears to be the problem. Having me on guard duty is the least of his eccentrics. Did you know he has recalled the Rangers from the Bruallian borders?"

Marcellus frowned. "I did not. We have always maintained a strong presence on the border in case Bruallian raiders wish to test our strength. Has he given a reason?"

"None. He has refused to see the emissaries from Hispalia and Byrthon. Instead, he allows them to be insulted and sent back to their kingdoms with even more reason to chafe at their treaties with us. All the while, strangers come under cover of darkness and are given instant audiences with his Royal Majesty."

"Strangers?"

"Yes." Rodell's expression darkened. "None know who they are or where they hail from. Secretive types who speak to none but him. He even dismisses his counselors. He is rarely seen in the day anymore but roams all night like a specter, talking to himself and frightening the servants. He may have become mentally unhinged. It sometimes happens to men like him when the strain becomes more than they can bear."

Marcellus scrubbed his closely cropped beard. "I don't like the sound of this, but I cannot imagine Lucretius gone mad. Perhaps these strangers are responsible for his changing disposition, and if they are, I would know the why of it."

Rodell nodded. "You are the man to find out, for certain. But we approach other ears, so we'll speak on it later."

Several guardsmen lined the walls, but the Doorkeeper stood before them. Harlin Masters was not tall, and his blue uniform strained around his portly form. The heavy material made him appear even more rotund, but unlike the others, he wore no armor. His black leather jerkin bore the crest of his position—two swords crossed over a crown. 

His heavy-jowled face bore little expression as he regarded them. Then again, nothing seemed to interest or impress Harlin much. Perhaps that was why he was a natural choice for such a job.

"Who wishes to seek an audience with the king?" His voice boomed throughout the corridor while his right hand was on the pommel of his rapier. Despite his bulk, he could move with surprising swiftness. Marcellus once witnessed Harlin strike a man faster than the eye could follow. An instantly fatal toxin laced the sword's edge, the reward for any who tried to test his resolve.

Rodell followed protocol. "Imperial Captain Rodell Pariot, along with Sir Marcellus Admorran, Champion of Kaerleon, First Knight of the Lion Guard, and Lord of Royan." 

Marcellus tried not to wince at the titles.

"His Royal Majesty, Regnault Lucretius the Lionheart, bids that you enter under his eyes, Lord Admorran." Harlin pulled the silver-gilded door open. "He seeks Lord Admorran only." His eyes narrowed at Rodell. "Your presence is neither requested nor permitted."

Rodell's mouth tightened, but he bowed stiffly before looking at Marcellus. "I shall speak to you another time, my friend." Turning on his heel, he swiftly strode away. 

Harlin Masters had already assumed his impassive stance when Marcellus entered the Grand Chamber, footsteps ringing against royal blue and gold mosaic tiles embossed with the Royal Crest. The massive hall was framed by soaring arches that formed a ribbed, vaulted ceiling. Each arch was adorned with intricate carvings of heraldry and celestial figures, golden accents catching the light and shimmering against the rich, royal blue frescos. Golden chandeliers hung from the ceiling on ornate chains, their many candles casting shadows that danced across the hall. Between the arches, tall stained-glass windows depicted scenes of ancient valor, kings of old, and pious acts. Typically, they would have glowed from streaming sunlight, but they were darkened by shutters that darkened the chamber. Massive columns lined the sides of the hall, carved from white stone veined with gold. Around their bases, gilded reliefs depicted key moments of the kingdom's history: the conquering of Avalloc, the crowning of the first High King, and the tragedy of the War of Lions. Between the columns, the walls were adorned with rich blue banners bearing the royal crest—a crowned golden lion encircled by a laurel wreath.

Atop was a great throne carved from stonewood, the rocklike material crafted by master carvers from Byrthon. Its high back was crowned with a golden sunburst motif, and its armrests were shaped into the heads of roaring lions. Draped over the throne was a thick blue mantle embroidered with gold thread and trimmed with ermine. It was a seat made to impress any who visited, but it was the man on the throne who caught Marcellus' attention.

Regnault Lucretius sat hunched as if in pain, an old man with unkempt gray hair to his shoulders. In his lap was Majestis, the unbreakable blade of legendary kings. His gnarled hand gripped it tightly as though he meant to go into the heat of battle once more. His eyes flickered with strange lights beneath the shadow of his narrow, lunestone-centered crown as though reflecting lost memories. His free hand appeared lost in the tangles of his unruly beard.

"A contagion grows east of the Dragonspine. An infection that seeks to spread over the mountains and beyond." Lucretius' voice still resonated with the power of a man who was born to lead. "Into my lands. In the villages, grown men fear to go out at night, for the darkness has eyes and teeth and swallows entirely even the bravest soul." 

When he looked at Marcellus, his expression brightened, and he looked like the Lucretius of old for a moment. "But hope is not completely spent. For what darkness can swallow the light of Kaerleon? And you. You have performed deeds men have thought impossible. You, the Champion of Kaerleon, whom the minstrels write of and the bards compose songs about. These halls miss your presence."

Marcellus dropped to one knee and lowered his eyes. "It is my honor to serve my king and Kaerleon."

Lucretius gripped his black, lion-emblazoned mantle as he stood. He kept Majestis crooked in his arm as he clasped Marcellus' shoulder with a shockingly frail hand.

Lucretius smiled as if reading Marcellus' thoughts. "Rise, Sir Admorran. You know there are no formalities in private. I must speak to you of matters that concern the future of not only Kaerleon but the entire kingdom of Leodia."

Marcellus stood, looking his king in the eye. "Your Majesty, you speak in riddles. I heard you recalled the guard from the Bruallian borders. What plot have you uncovered that you cannot speak of?"

Lucretius dropped his gaze and sighed. "No plot, Marcellus. A threat. It is a threat against my last living heir."

Marcellus stopped cold. "Your ... heir?"

The king ambled beneath heavily engraved portraits of kings who gazed from the past with wise and knowing eyes. "I know you are confused. You know what happened in the Assassin Wars when the cowardly Jaferian lords arranged the deaths of princely Alanos and his mother, the noble queen. Yet what you do not know is there was another child, born from a common woman before my arranged marriage. The story is long, and I have neither the time nor strength to tell it. My heart grows heavy when I speak of Cantrelle, the first love of my life."

Marcellus felt a swell of curiosity at the revelation he had never imagined. Kings were no strangers to illegitimate children, having sired bastards since the dawn of lordship. But somehow, Marcellus never imagined Lucretius stepping outside the moral lines he stressed so often. Yet no man was above temptation, a fact Marcellus knew well.

"What became of her?"

Lucretius paused to hang Majestis in its place beneath the ornately designed coat of arms that framed the throne. "In time, she came to be with child. She fled after my engagement announcement, and I failed to find her in time. She died in childbirth, leaving me a bastard child who would never be able to claim the throne. So, I had him secretly sent away to the great learning houses in Parthava, where he could be raised free from peril and learn the ways of nobility and chivalry."

Marcellus glanced questioningly. "Parthava?"

Lucretius nodded. "I know it is not a godly land, but their ways are of peace, not viciousness like their Bruallian neighbors. They aid in curtailing the Bruallians, earning them the gratitude of Leodia. Our kingdoms have long aided one another."

"You have not seen him since?"

Lucretius wearily shook his head. "I dared not. Lyanne, my wifely queen, knew nothing of him, and in time, she bore Alanos, the princely heir to my throne. I felt both she and my bastard child were better off without the burden of ... unnecessary revelations. He knows he is a son of Kaerleon, for his retainers are men I chose myself to tend to him and protect him with their lives. Parthava is the only civilized kingdom east of the Dragonspine. The nobles there are fine men, grateful for the protective shadow of Kaerleon, for they are among many enemies.

"But they are now engulfed in war, my sources tell me. Bruallia has grown restless. Their warlord, Valdemar Basilis, has fanned this flame to a raging fire. He has his eyes set upon Parthava and intends to conquer that nation. I cannot save Parthava without breaking the peace with the Bruallian Empire. But I can save my son. He is the hope of Leodia, Marcellus. The seed of the future must be returned to me safely. That is what you must do. That is why I have summoned you here."

Marcellus stood in shocked silence, aware of Lucretius' expectant gaze. Even at the quickest route, it would still take over a month to get to Parthava. When was the last time he had ridden that long? Not since the Bruallian rebels had crossed the Dragonspine, and that was nearly a decade ago.

You have grown soft. Too accustomed to the longest jaunt being a ride to the Keep, only a one-day trip. The thought of being on the long trail through wilderness and dust, sleeping on the ground, rationing food and water...

Then he thought of Alexia. What would he do if she were in the same position as this bastard prince? You would already be on Shadowdancer, intent only on reaching her in time.

Marcellus quickly dropped to one knee again. "Your Majesty, to bring your son back safely is an honor, and I accept the task gladly. By my sword under the Light of Deis, I swear I will return with your princely heir, or not at all."

Lucretius sighed heavily, placing his hand on one of the lion statues as if for support. His eyes glistened when he raised his head. "It is as I knew it would be. You have always been the paragon of knighthood, my friend. Time and again, you have risked life and shed blood for my sake. Does this yoke grow heavy upon you? Do you ever dream of something more for yourself?"

Marcellus kept his eyes downward, thinking of Evelina and Alexia. He dreaded leaving them behind as much as the look on Evelina's face when he told her. She knew him better than to plead for him to stay, but he knew he wounded her anew every time he broke his promise to never leave her again. 

"Dreams are common to all men, your Majesty. Duty has made me a better knight. Dreams are pleasant thoughts that fade when the day breaks, nothing more."

Lucretius turned to the window, viewing the distant mountains as if for the first time. His voice was a mere whisper. "Is life then naught but a dream? Here for a moment, then fading with the dawn? My dreams keep me awake at nights of late, for they swell with darkness and creeping things. I fear time is against us all, Marcellus. I feel it following me like a shadow, waiting for a chance to attack."

Marcellus paused, unsure of how to respond. "It should not take me long to prepare—"

"Seven morrows from now, you must pick a hundred of your most trusted Companions and set forth. Until then, spend time with your family. Time is precious." The morning light bathed Lucretius' face, turning his hair into silver cords. "The end is upon us before we know it." He stood silent as though no longer aware of his company.

Marcellus paused at the door. "Your Majesty, who are these strangers that visit you at night?"

When Lucretius turned, he was an indecipherable shadow silhouetted against the window's eye. "That is not a matter to concern you, Lord Admorran. All that should concern you are the commands I have given you. Let that be your focus until the task ends. You will leave me now, for I have much to contemplate."

He again turned his back, leaving Marcellus with no choice but to bow his way out.

"As His Majesty commands..."
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​Chapter 4: Nyori
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Four days had passed since the ordeal at the Pools. It had taken a group of the Sha to heal her; the only reason she still drew breath instead of lying still as stone while her consciousness dissipated like morning mist.

"You have to tell me everything, Nyori. Every smell, every movement, every possible detail you can remember."

Ayna was only a few years older than Nyori's five and twenty, yet the small age gap was a vast divide when one was as talented as Ayna was. She focused as if determined to solve the mystery by sheer willpower. Nyori's small room seemed extremely cramped with Ayna and her daunting presence crowding in.

Outwardly, the two looked nothing alike. Ayna was tall with coppery skin and hair like wet ink spilling past her shoulders, while Nyori was short and mahogany-shaded, with luxuriously thick hair styled in a wavy cloud around her head. While mosaic patterns of beads decorated Ayna's burgundy-shaded dress and fringed shawl, Nyori still wore the simple mouse-colored garb of an apprentice. And where Ayna's dress accentuated her womanly hips and bosom, Nyori's dress revealed ... not much at all. She sighed.

"I told you everything already. A hundred times over." How long have we been at this? Time spent repeating variations of the same story made hours feel like days. Ayna was not harsh but insistent, interrogating without cruelty, yet her will was indomitable. Sweat beaded on Nyori's brow from the effort of recollecting memories that faded like dreams. 

The remembrance of what occurred was hazy, much like Everfell itself. Halladen had been abuzz since the incident at the Pools. Many of the men had donned arms, and scouts ranged the vicinity. Everyone seemed to step as though expecting a sudden attack. Fear and uncertainty spread; a foreign sensation to a place that had only known peace as long as Nyori had dwelled there.

She wanted to be out among her people, her adopted family. She wanted to let them see that she was all right and in good health. Perhaps it would ease their minds and help to dampen the anxiety that hovered over the abode like rain clouds. But as soon as she was declared well, she had been secluded with Ayna and her persistent questioning.

Nyori had forgotten how small her room was because she was rarely in, using it for sleep more than retreat. It was barely decorated beyond the plain but sturdy furniture she inherited from its last occupant. In her seclusion, the walls seemed to press in, and the ceiling seemed lower every time she looked up. She didn't know how much of the suffocating atmosphere she could take. 

"You were fortunate." Ayna's quiet tone gave her words extra weight. "Without the focus to link back to your Outer mind, you may never have woken again. But that is not the only danger you faced. You physically vanished, Nyori. That has never occurred in the history of our dealings with the Eye." Ayna's brow creased in thought. "Perhaps the Aelon knew this day would come."

"Aelon? But they are just stories..." Nyori's protest faded under Ayna's severe stare.

"Humanity believes the Aelon to be myths and minstrel tales because they want it that way. But as for the Sha, we know better."

Nyori considered the stories she had heard since she was a child. The Five Sages: Lian the Dragon Queen, Teranse the Reader, Wolsung the Mighty, Raakhi the Wise, and Brandon, the Paladin who wielded the Devouring Blade...

Her breath caught. "The sword—it is the one from the stories."

Ayna nodded. "Nemon, the Devouring Blade. It contained one of the more powerful fusorbs, called a Geod. Only five are known to exist, one for each of the Sages."

"How is that possible?" Nyori asked. "How can any mere object have such power?"

"We do not know much about the construction of the Geods, only that the Glyphs engraved on them bind to each Geod their powers. We have many theories on how the Glyphs work, but it is impossible to prove any without a Geod to study."

She glanced at the rod that lay on the table between them. "At least not until now."

Nyori followed Ayna's gaze. Eymunder looked rather ordinary in the face of legends about the Geods. She racked her brain for stories about the crystallized wand but couldn't think of anything useful. Supposedly, it was used by Teranse the Reader in the casting of Apokrypy. Nyori had no idea what Apokrypy was other than some arcane incantations that granted the speaker uncanny powers. She picked up the wand, studying it closer. A glyph was carved in the amber orb on top that looked like an eye. Numerous other glyphs were engraved along the length of the rod as well.

"What do you mean by 'bonded'?"

Ayna tapped the tabletop. "Set it back down."

Nyori obeyed. Ayna's fingers encircled the wand and tried to lift it. Her fingers tightened, and her arm muscles flexed, but nothing more happened. She finally winced and withdrew her hand. "My fingers have gone numb. You see what I mean now. No one can move the Geod except you. It belongs to you and you alone."

Nyori picked Eymunder up again, staring at it in wonder. "It seems impossible. Why me?"

Ayna continued to flex her fingers. "Some of the Geods were reportedly handed down from generation to generation. Perhaps it is as Leilavin told you. You might well be a descendent of Teranse or another of the Elious. The ancient blood still exists in some family lines, which allows an intuitive understanding of some of their arts. The Glyphs are all that remains of the craft of Apokrypy, and any relics that still bear those runes are few and widely scattered."

Nyori continued to study the rod. "If Apokrypy is truly lost, what am I to do with this? Without knowledge of its use, it is only a crystal wand."

Ayna dropped her gaze to the tabletop long enough for Nyori to cease staring at Eymunder and look at her mentor in concern. 

"What is it?"

Ayna lifted her head. "You must leave, Nyori. And you must do it quickly."

Nyori stared. "Leave? What did I do wrong? I didn't mean to—"

Ayna placed her hand on top of Nyori's. "It is nothing you did, little sister. Had I a choice, I would take this burden upon myself. But Eymunder has bonded to you. And it must leave this place. All of Halladen is threatened the longer you remain here. They are coming for you, Nyori."

Nyori felt her heart quicken. "Who? Who is coming?" She knew the answer before Ayna spoke. A bloodless face with glimmering blue eyes gazed balefully from the recesses of her memory.

"The Pale Lord has long waited for this moment, Nyori. He has had his will fixed upon this day, ever impatient to reclaim what was snatched from his grasp. He will stop at nothing to possess Eymunder. And he will bring fire, blood, and death to anyone in the way of his obsession."

Nyori wiped her sweaty brow with the back of her hand. "But it happened only days ago. How could he have planned anything in such a short amount of time?"

Ayna gazed at her with pity in her eyes. "Where do you think you went, Nyori? Were you not told that time held no sway in Everfell?"

Nyori clutched her fingers together to keep them from trembling. "What are you saying? What does time have to do with this?"

"The name of the Pale Lord is Alaric Aelfvalder, king of the Co'nane—the True Blood, as they call themselves. They were once Aelon before they chose to remain behind when the rest of their kind departed from our world. Cut off from their source of immortality, they foolishly accepted a pact with Leilavin to regain it. In turn, they became akhkharu—soul drinkers and the bane of mankind. They gained immortality of a sort, but at a significant cost—it can only be sustained by feeding on pran, the life force of human beings. 

Ayna looked at Nyori directly in the eyes. "You know some of this because you saw Alaric and heard him speak of defeating the Reavers with the sword Nemon. What you do not know is that the battle between Alaric and the Reavers occurred ages ago. The Age of Chaos, to be exact. Before the Age of Despair, before the Age of Kings. Hundreds of years in the past, Nyori. Closer to a thousand, I would believe."

Nyori stared at Eymunder. It was as though by concentrating on the wand, her sanity would have an anchor to prevent it from being dashed to pieces against the bombardment of revelations Ayna continued to drop upon her. 

Ayna's face was empathetic, but her words were not. "You encountered the Pale Lord across the valley of time, in a place where time does not exist. Or, if it does, it operates as a bridge from one time to another. That bridge is burned now, the Eye shattered. Whether it was a trap or a predetermined action that sent you into Everfell is inconsequential. Whatever the case, it has only been days since you encountered Alaric. To him, it has been centuries."

Nyori shook her head, trying to take it all in. "But how could he know where I am? As far as he knew, I could have gone anywhere once the Pool took me."

Ayna looked around the room and lowered her voice. "The akhkharu have eyes everywhere. Ears that listen from the shadows. That is why you have been secluded since the incident. They have agents called Thralls who are completely under their spell. Ordinary and undetectable people you may have known your entire life. They can be anywhere, from the meanest village to the grandest palace. And yes, even here. You are not safe, Nyori. Nor are any of us so long as Eymunder remains here."

Nyori saw the flames in her mind's eye. The screams of people she knew, slaughtered by shadowy attackers with eyes that blazed with unearthly light. Bodies strewn across the grounds like toppled statues. People she loved, bleeding and broken. 

She swallowed the fear that clung in her throat like brambles. "I won't put anyone in danger because of me. Where will I go?"

"I have met with the Circle of Sha. Together we have searched all we know of the akhkharu through history and legend. There are few known ways to defeat them, but we must be ready regardless, for they will surely arrive. There is a place of safety we know of. A forgotten city where the Tome of Apokrypy is hidden. It belonged to Teranse the Reader and is a companion to Eymunder. With it, you will be better equipped to understand the use of Eymunder and its related Crafts. My brother and another guide I trust will accompany you."

"Only two?"

"The fewer that know, the better. A larger company would only attract unwanted notice. At first light, you can slip away with them on a scouting excursion, and none will be the wiser. You will not return until it is safe, Nyori."

Nyori swallowed, and her eyes blurred. Somehow, she managed to hold back the treacherous tears. "Then I must leave before my training is complete? Will I see you again, Anya?"

Ayna smiled and gently squeezed Nyori's hand. "This is a parting, dear sister, but not a permanent one. We will see one another again, I promise."

Nyori scrubbed her eyes, nodding. "Why is this happening? Norna told me everything had changed. I didn't know what she meant, but now—"

Ayna's face was without expression. Only her eyes seemed alive, glimmering like liquid gold. "What you experienced is only a thread of a much larger tapestry. The akhkharu stir, and where they advance, like a shadow is the Reaver. Events shift around us even as we speak. Events that will affect us all. And despite your inexperience, you will have to play a part. Perhaps the most important part of all."

Her gaze sharpened when it returned to Nyori. "Gather your things quickly. Time is running out for all of us."
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​Chapter 5: Alaric
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Alaric felt it when it emerged into the world, rising from steaming waters of azure and burning amber. He could almost feel its golden rays upon his skin. Eymunder, the last hope of his people, was once again within his grasp.

So long. It has been so long since last I was in its presence...

He recalled the day with precise clarity. Once again, he beheld the fear on the face of the mystery woman who bonded with Eymunder. Leilavin shoved her into the waters of the Blueshift Ring, where the sapphire liquid swallowed her, casting her across time and space. The Ring had reset itself immediately, making it impossible for Alaric to follow. Leilavin had taken advantage of his distraction and pulled a final vanishing act, leaving him in her rapidly deteriorating Threshold. He had barely made it out alive as it distorted and toppled around him.

That was nearly a millennium ago, but when recalling the moment, it felt like yesterday. While suffering the agony of waiting, he felt the traces of chalky dust from the slowly grinding wheels of time as they continued without him. He considered every day without news of Eymunder a day wasted, and he had wasted so many days in his endless vigil.

"Alaric." The familiar voice cut through his focus, pulling him from his meditative trance.

His silken robes rustled when he turned, though his focus of Levitation kept him hovering cross-legged over a white-fibered woven mat in the center of his meditation chamber. The room was circular, the whorled scrollwork intricately carved, the ceiling ceremoniously domed. All of it was white, as though the inclusion of color would disturb the sensation of floating into nothing. 

Serona Duvainael stood a few paces away, garbed as if to match the room in a clinging, cream-colored layered gown that left one shoulder bare, cinched at the waist by a wide sash. Bands of beaten gold circled one arm and both wrists. A golden wreath of leaves and flowers crowned the swath of wavy hair, dark as a night sky tinged with violet. From her almond-shaded skin to the purple shade of her eyes, beauty was Serona's natural adornment, and she wore it with casual grace.

Absorbed as Alaric had been, he hadn't sensed her approach. It was no wonder, as he was never to be disturbed while meditating. Her intrusion meant she came with something significant. The flush on her face and the shimmer in her eyes verified what he already knew. He let her speak anyway.

"News has been passed to me from our Thralls in Edinia, the abode the domestics call Halladen." She hesitated for a second, her full lips parted. "It is as you have said for so long. Someone has recovered Eymunder."

"I know," he said softly. She glanced at him in surprise as he released his focus on Levitation, drifting down onto the mat before smoothly rising with his hands clasped behind his back. "I am attuned to its energies, Serona. I sensed it the moment it reemerged into the world. What do you know of the girl who bonded to it?"

"Her name is Nyori Sharlin. She was being initiated as a Shama when the Blueshift Ring took her into Leilavin's domain. None of the Sha anticipated the incident. It simply occurred as though the Eye of Everfell acted of its own accord."

Alaric contemplated for a moment. "Nyori Sharlin." He let the name hang in the air before softly exhaling. "Nyori, you cannot imagine the damage you have inflicted. But at long last, our paths will cross again." He turned his attention to Serona. "How soon before our Blueshift Ring can attune to theirs? I mean to have Eymunder in hand before sunset."

She eyed him askance. "You will go in person? The Blood Legion is on hand, awaiting only your orders."

"I mean to take the Legion. But I will lead them. Eymunder must not fall into the wrong hands again."

Serona hesitated. "Alaric. Take the time to think about this."

He gave her a stern glance. "I have had more than enough time, Serona."

The years after his failure passed agonizingly slow. Then decades. Then centuries. The entire world landscape rippled and altered as the sea of humanity heaved and tossed about. Kingdoms and boundaries rose and fell, tugged by the invisible strings of his people. At one time, he took an interest in such things. But the taste of defeat had soured the appeal, and the manipulation of humanity lost its luster. The concerns of his kind were paramount, and his people were still cursed, still forced to feed on human stock. Leilavin never resurfaced, hidden somewhere in Everfell, too wise to show her face. All the while, Alaric had waited, knowing that at some point, Eymunder would make its way back into the world.

So, he drifted. Reluctant to shift his focus from Eymunder, he delegated duties to the Caretaker of the Blood, who was more than qualified to oversee the daily operations of the Co'nane. Jacquelis did so with stern meticulousness, painstakingly attentive to the details Alaric would have missed. No longer interested in the activities of men, he allowed Serona free rein to handle the intricacies of maneuvering human events.

Her gaze locked with his. "It is not a wise course to expose yourself this way. Will you not hear me, Alaric?"

Serona... 

If he regretted anything about his decision to confront Leilavin, it was the cost to the other half of his soul. Serona was more than his queen, more than the love he placed above all others. They had become solestra—bound for life, souls intertwined as one. One would not long survive should death claim the other. He remembered the ceremony, the binding of Mental, Elemental, and Aetheric energies that joined them together as one.

Alaric smiled as the memory resurfaced with pain and bliss conjoined much as he and Serona had been. Her lustrous gaze as their emotions blended and the core of her became his, and his became hers. The sensation was beyond expression: liquid gold flowing through veins, static tingling hair roots, slivers of light flickering across the membrane of a wide-open iris—nothing could compare to the sun-dusted fragrance of her nearness, the feeling of completeness when they were together.

All of that was ground to ashes the moment he picked up Nemon, the Devourer.

The blade demanded to be bound as tightly as a solestra, forcing Alaric to sever his bond with Serona and reduce himself to half a person. Half a man tied to an anchor that would drag him to the Abyss no matter what he did. He came so close to losing himself when battling the Reavers. The blade had nearly devoured him. It had taken decades for his body to recover, his flesh to revive. Meanwhile, Nemon lurked in the deepest storeroom, bound in darkness yet behind unlocked doors without a single guard to protect it. A part of him wished someone would be insane enough to steal the fusorb, but he knew the blade would instantly annihilate any other bearer other than himself. It was his burden.

It was his destroyer.

"I have been secluded for too long, Serona. Ever anxious for this moment to arrive. Now that it has, I will not stand aside and allow another to claim what is rightfully mine."

"Eymunder is rightfully bonded to another," Jacquelis said. "Making you the thief this time."

Alaric sighed, gazing at the new intruder that stood in his doorway.

Jacquelis Morandal was a stern woman. Her face strikingly contrasted with Serona's in that her features were hardened instead of curved, with prominent cheekbones, a firm jaw, and skin so pale it practically glimmered. She was known as the Blood Mistress in certain circles, and her patterned gown seemed to reflect that, crimson just like the mane of hair that hung unceremoniously to her back. Eyes like emerald chips glinted when she dipped her head in respect of his station. Jacquelis was Caretaker of the Blood, which meant she was only a step below Alaric, equal with Serona in terms of power. The two women were day and night, ever at odds with one another. Yet they stood together this time, gazing at him with equal disapproval.

Alaric folded his arms. "A technicality, Jacquelis. You know as well as I that Leilavin used the Shama as a foil to thwart me. I will not let some floundering novice deter my destiny for the sake of a mere bond. What is given can be taken away, something I know very well. And Nyori Sharlin will learn the same very soon."

"Then send the Blood Legion as Serona suggested. They are capable enough to overcome the pitiful Circle of Sha that protects the Shama. Allow Serona to go in your stead, or myself if you simply must overcompensate on supervision. But do not be foolish enough to walk into what could be a cunning trap."

Alaric narrowed his eyes. "What makes you believe a snare might await me?"

Jacquelis spoke with the tone of a born lecturer. "You are focused entirely on the wrong thing. You yearn so strongly for Eymunder, ignoring that the Blueshift Ring took the Shama to Everfell and Leilavin's aid at the most crucial moment."

"A mistake I plan to correct."

Jacquelis gazed imperiously at him. "Yet not for a moment do you wonder who activated the Eye in the first place. Who it was that struck at you with perfect timing, ruining all you had fought and sacrificed for."

Despite his impatience, Alaric mulled over her words. "You're suggesting that an unknown enemy schemes against me. Someone would dare to pit their power against mine own."

"An unknown enemy with knowledge of the Eye, the Blueshift Rings, and Everfell. An enemy who manipulated events perfectly, for reasons we cannot fathom. Tread carefully, Alaric. You would have considered this yourself had you not been so withdrawn and obsessed with finding this girl."

Alaric's face heated. "I have not been idle while an Age has passed, Jacquelis. You accuse me of obsession? I admit it freely. My every thought has been focused on our salvation, the deliverance of our people. I have studied every scrap of information on the fusorbs, particularly the Geods."

The fervor in his voice rose when he turned to her. "You know of them as well as I. Five Geods far more powerful than any normal fusorb. The sphere atop Eymunder is one of them, a well of near-inexhaustible Elemental and Aetheric energies. Powerful enough to augment one's abilities a thousandfold." He paused, voice dropping to a near whisper. "Powerful enough to cure our people of this curse."

"An unproven theory and, at best, an earnest hope," Jacquelis said. "And one fraught with danger. You know what the Geods were used for and why they were hidden away." She gave him a meaningful stare. "And even should you be able to somehow strip the Shama of her bond, what then? Our condition is irreversible—Leilavin assured us of that. We have only your word that this Geod can provide a cure."

Alaric met her gaze evenly. "And is my word not good enough, Jacquelis?"

Her lips thinned, but she grudgingly dipped her head in acquiescence. "Your word has always been good, milord. I pray it shall continue to be so." When she raised her eyes, her face hardened in resolve once more. "But I still insist you send the Legion. The risk is too great, the situation too perilous for you to expose yourself. The very appearance of a Geod will alter events, tempting even the most dedicated to crave its power, quickly turning allies into enemies. I ask only one thing of you: not to destroy us in your haste to usher in our deliverance."

Alaric felt Serona's eyes upon him, waiting for his decision. He heard her softly exhaled relief when the words reluctantly dragged out. "Your advice is sound as always, Jacquelis. I will heed it. Inform Captain Sithe that the Legion is to sack Halladen immediately. He will show no mercy until Eymunder is reclaimed. Spare Nyori Sharlin unless the situation necessitates otherwise. It will be better if she is delivered to me alive."

Jacquelis bowed. "It will be as you say, milord." She swept away, satisfaction radiating from her every stride.

He remained with Serona. "Since I am to be useless in this undertaking, I would prefer to be alone, Serona."

"Is my company so unbearable?" Her eyes were liquid pools of lavender, pulling at his soul. 

"No." He caught her hand and raised it to his lips. "Never. I simply cannot bear to wait. After all this time, to have Eymunder so close to being in my grasp again..." His jaw clenched tightly. "It is almost excruciating to sit still and not act. Every fiber in my being tells me to be away, leading my men in this raid."

"That is exactly what our enemy would want for you to do. Leilavin has always been crafty. Don't underestimate what she would do to be rid of you, her ancient foe."

"Her adversary is Stygan." Alaric crouched into a sitting position once again. "We are but the pawns manipulated into their conflict."

"Leilavin has not been seen or heard of since you last saw her in Everfell. What if some other hand manipulates the Shama?"

"All will be revealed in time," Alaric said. "We must push our agents. Contact the Speakers of the Sects, find out all that they know."

He closed his eyes, inhaling deeply before slowly exhaling. His rapidly beating heart reduced its rate, and his adrenaline slowly dissipated, allowing his mind to focus on nothing. He floated in the eye of the storm, not even noticing when Serona departed. Jacquelis, Leilavin, and even Eymunder slowly faded from his thoughts. Yet a pair of hazel eyes refused to be banished; a beautiful young face gazed at him, fearful yet resolute.

Do you feel it, Nyori? My stare that watches from the sky's expanse and my fingers drifting on the wind that touches your skin? Does your feeble sense of clairvoyance tell you how little time you have left?

Unable to focus, he finally stood and walked to the rounded window, gazing beyond the gardened grounds and the blanket of clouds that smothered the sky. The Shama was out there with Eymunder in her possession. He supposed she was confused, afraid perhaps. Would she try to fight? Run and hide? It didn't matter. There was no refuge to harbor her, no champion to protect her. Alaric would not allow it. It had been too long, the cost too high. All that mattered was capturing Nyori Sharlin.

And very soon, he would have her.
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​Chapter 6: Marcellus
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Death and glory.

The words whispered across Marcellus' mind; an unspoken prophecy born the moment he wielded a sword. Death was inevitable for the warrior, but glory was a desire, a fervent longing to continue beyond one's lifetime. A chance to join the small company of immortals hallowed in the halls of myth and legend. 

As he beheld the scene of madness below, he knew with sudden clarity that he gazed at the time of his glory. An odd sense of calm accompanied the knowledge. How many warriors had the same thought before they went to their doom?

Shadowdancer frisked impatiently, but Marcellus steadied him with his knees and stroked his muscular neck with a leather-gloved hand. "Easy. You'll soon get your chance." The stallion snorted but ceased his antics. Marcellus wished he shared Shadowdancer's eagerness. The truth is I would rather be anywhere else than here.

His viewpoint was atop a tall hill, lightly marked with a few lonely trees stripped naked by autumn's passing. He surveyed the chaos through a leather-wrapped spyglass. Far enough to look like toy figures, the valley below was packed with thousands of men in the heat of a brutal battle. Thick smoke roiled upward from burning pitch, wagons, and chariots. The clash of weapons and dying screams hung in the air as he took in what had become all too familiar a sight. 

Men killing and dying in rapid succession. 

There was no grace to their movements, nor the poetic swordplay celebrated in songs and stories. They attacked with the ferocity of animals, killer instinct replacing reason, focused on only one thought: stay alive by slaying the next foe. 

"Not quite what I expected," Jaslin Le Feuvre said.

Like Marcellus, Jaslin was garbed in the blue and white surcoat of the Kaerleon knight. His polished mail and armor gleamed, as did the white-plumed helmet resting on the pommel of his saddle. The wind tugged at his golden hair. Tall with broad shoulders and deep blue eyes, Jaslin seemed better suited to playing the gentleman at court than living the rugged life of a soldier. Yet Marcellus had found no better swordsman or friend. 

Marcellus scratched his beard, which had grown thicker on the road. Good for cushioning the sharp winds, but it itched more. "Nor I. The black-armored soldiers are the Bruallians. They've been fighting the Parthavans for control of the border for as long as anyone can remember. But times have changed. The Parthavans are no longer equal in military strength, and they're being slaughtered."

Jaslin squinted at the carnage below. "I hear Valdemar Basilis leads his Bruallians into battle himself."

"He is his father's son. Darroth Basilis was a savage before he was a king, often leading the charge against his enemies. That's not our concern. There." Marcellus pointed to the far edge of the battleground, where the Parthavans had rallied and still held somewhat of a stand in a semicircle perimeter around a train of wagons. The Golden Lion of Kaerleon emblazoned on the canvas covering was barely registerable from his lens.

"The information I gathered indicated those wagons safeguard the prince. We are not to try to aid the Parthavans. We cut through the lines, secure the prince, and head back to Kaerleon."

"Only you can say that and make it seem easy." Jaslin's smile was mirthless. "The Companions amount to only a century. Those token soldiers that guided us here cannot be trusted to do anything but scatter at the first charge. They do not know any lord nor have any allegiances. No matter how well we play it, Marcellus, this is a losing hand. You know this."

Marcellus sighed. "I do. But I swore an oath to the king and will not dishonor my word."

"For the glory of Kaerleon?" Jaslin's voice was uncharacteristically dry.

"Always."

Jaslin looked at him, an unreadable expression on his face. "Then you shouldn't be here. Nothing is glorious about this."

Marcellus gave Jaslin a sidelong glance. The man had been unusually subdued the entire trip, and any attempt to find out what was behind his dark mood was firmly rebutted.

Perhaps he leaves something precious behind as well. He thought he knew Jaslin well, but every man kept some things deep inside his heart. Marcellus knew that all too well. He stared at the western horizon. Leagues beyond the Dragonspine Mountains lay Leodia and his life.

Forgive me, Evelina. I had not the heart to truly say farewell. 

"Was it ever, Jaslin?" He turned from the chaos and guided Shadowdancer to where the other men waited. None were decked in heraldry or as knights, but all were hard and lean, wearing boiled leather and scraps of mail. Their leader turned and spat to the side when Marcellus approached.

"Have you located the wagon train, m'lord?" 

Gile Noman stared through the one good eye he had left. The other was just pale jelly in the socket. Stubble speckled his head and face, fur and mismatched armor covered his burly frame, and the large roan he rode on looked nearly as disheveled as he. 

He was the captain of the ragged band of warriors Jaslin had encountered while scouting the passage. When Lucretius called back the Patrol, Borderlanders sore for coin had stepped up to take their places. Token soldiers, they were called. As Jaslin had pointed out, they were not knights but numbered around twice as many as the Companions. The more swords, the better, as far as Marcellus was concerned. It would not be the first time he relied on mercenary aid.

"I have. It is on the far side of the battlefield, and we won't have long to reach it. Needless to say, the losses may be vast."

Gile barked a rough laugh and fingered the shaft of the mace that jutted over his shoulder. "My mates and I have seen worse. This we'll look forward to." He actually sounded sincere.

"Get your men ready then. I must have a word with my own."

"Have all the words you need. M'lord." Gile turned his roan and rode toward where his ragged bunch waited a few spans away.

Marcellus turned to his own men. He met the gazes of his most loyal knights, those who had bonded to him in a brotherhood of loyalty and trust through trials and triumph, blood and fire. 

The Companions.

Jolgeirr Arnmoor nodded at Marcellus. The burly Norlander's fiery red hair was pulled back into a fat braid that ran down the length of his broad back. His customary scowl was practically hidden behind his hefty beard. In the last clash between their nations, Jolgeirr had spared Marcellus' life after defeating him in combat high in the snow-driven Norland Alpens.

Clivel Tonalle, on the other hand, had proven himself in a skirmish with the Jaferians. Since then, Marcellus had learned to lean on the uncanny skills of Clivel's marksmanship. No one was more deadly with a bow.

Next to Clivel was Owin Weeks, a horse trader who lost his livelihood once too many by Bruallian raids along the border of Byrthon. His horned helmet was a token from a slain Bruallian. It was a bit too large, so only his long nose and mustaches were visible more often than not.

Then there was Hansen Longshanks, who once ran for two days without rest to arrive at a battle where he slew twoscore men; Virgel Lloyl, exiled from his House for calling his liege lord a fool to his face, and so on. Men from Byrthon, from the Great Steppes, from Gaelion, and of course from Leodia. Unique men, one and all, with stories behind their blades and armor. Men who had sworn to follow him to death, glory, or both.

Marcellus placed his hands on the pommel of his saddle and faced them. "You all know me. We're looking at a raven feast, and we're probably the main course. Anyone who has words to say can say them. I will not hold it against you."

Not a man stirred in the ranks as the wind swept through the pass and fluttered the banners. The first banner was the Golden Lion of Kaerleon. Another was the Three Shields, the flag of the Companions. The last was the Silver Horn, Marcellus' personal standard. He touched the horn strapped to his saddle. At the end of every battle, he sounded the sweet notes of victory, the Companion's song that carried him and his men back to their homes. 

He didn't think they would hear it again.

Finally, Jolgeirr spoke. "Have you gone bleedin' daft, man?" Chuckles reverberated through the lines. "We've wrapped you in swaddling clothes all this time, and you think you can walk on your own now? Who else is going to look after your noble noggin?"

Jaslin brought his horse closer. "You've led us to victory more times than any of us can count. So, we'll ride with you again and let the Fates decide if we shall find victory, or death and glory." 

Jolgeirr swung his great axe around his head. "Aye, death and bloody glory!" The rest of the men took up the cry. "Death and glory!" 

The sound washed over Marcellus as he closed his eyes. Evelina, how I wish to see you and Alexia one last time. But he knew it was too late for wishes. The moment was at hand. 

His eyes opened as he drew his sword in salute. "So be it!"

With their battle cries in his ears, he rode to where Gile and his men waited. The mercenary band was expressionless, but Gile grinned wolfishly.

"Looks like you're ready."

Marcellus pointed. "There's a path that leads down to the battlefield from here. It isn't wide, so we'll be riding in lines of two until we can open up in wedge formation once we get on the field. I'm trusting you and yours to follow, Gile."

Gile pulled his horse closer. Shadowdancer bared his teeth, but Marcellus held the stallion at bay.

"You can count on us, Sir Knight. We may not have titles, but we're king's men, the same as you."

Marcellus nodded. "Then you have my thanks." He placed his black-crested helmet on his head. His men arranged themselves in perfect formation. The dim sunlight glinted off their polished armor, and the banners rippled in the wind as he passed them.

He turned and faced the long rocky path downhill, where the soldiers below scrabbled like fighting insects. Jaslin joined him on the left as the Companions and the token soldiers formed ranks behind them. With his sword raised, Marcellus brought his focus to the moment. Death was certain. 

Evelina and Alexia are my glory.

He dropped his arm with a roar. "Kaerleon!" 

The men took up the cry as Shadowdancer shot forward, with Marcellus leaning back in the saddle to avoid falling over the stallion's neck. A cloud of dust rose as they half galloped, half slid down the gravelly slope.

Some combatants below noticed their approach, the line of dust and glinting armor racing down the hillside. But there was no way to arrange a proper formation amid such a tumultuous scene.

The wind carried the scent of sweat, blood, and fear. Fear was good. With luck, he and his men could seize the momentary confusion and break through the front lines like a battering ram through a gate of straw. After that, nothing was certain. War never was, and this was certainly not his war.

The black-garbed Bruallians desperately tried to form ranks to meet the charge. Marcellus pointed his sword toward them and roared his battle cry, the only one he could manage, the one word that meant more than anything to him.

"Evelina!"

The wind snatched the words away and carried them to the enemy as the Companions closed the distance. Shadowdancer glided the rest of the way, and time slowed. Marcellus saw the individual faces of the men before him, mouths open in wild roars, eyes wild with fear and madness.

The battle swallowed him.

The first thing he felt was the heat. War simmered, no matter what the season. In an instant, he was as lathered as Shadowdancer. His eyes caught only blurs of movement as the first ranks either sprang out of the way or were trampled. He held his sword low, turning aside wild stabs and thrusts. His arm throbbed from the impact of his blade glancing off of armor and weapons.

Shadowdancer's strides slowed as they entered the press; he churned his way forward in a sea of blades and rippling steel. Bellowing voices smothered the air as spearheads surrounded Marcellus, steel teeth that thirsted for his blood. 

Shadowdancer reared, flailing iron-shod hooves. Spear shafts and human bones shattered as armored men sailed in the air. Snarling, Marcellus laid about with his one-handed sword, stroke after stroke. The blade sang its savage song as it rang against weapons, shields, and armor before gashing into flesh with brutal results.

Droplets of blood hung in the air like morning mist.

As one man fell clutching his innards, another roared and took his place. Marcellus' swing split the man's monstrous helm. Crimson gore painted Marcellus' forearm, but he took no note as he twisted to strike the next. No warrior could afford to witness the horror of battle. Those flashbacks came later, in hellish dreams.

A spontoon glanced off his breastplate. Madness simmered in his attacker's eyes as he hefted the heavy-tipped spear, readying another thrust. Marcellus seized the spear's shaft and leaned from the saddle to stab the man in the neck. Blood jetted as the warrior fell into the roaring sea, leaving his weapon in Marcellus' hand. He hurled it through the chest of another soldier, who cried out a woman's name before falling.

Marcellus didn't know if minutes or hours had passed.

The roar of boulders colliding caused him to wheel Shadowdancer around. A wave of black-armored men rode toward him, a horde of gleaming beetles swarming forward. The Parthavans were broken by the sheer force of the larger Bruallian army cutting down their red-cloaked warriors. The forces Marcellus and his men fought were puddles of water about to be battered by a tidal wave.

Jaslin galloped up with his helmet missing and hair wildly askew. Blood fanned across his face from a scalp wound, but he gestured with a blade painted the same color. "There, Marcellus!"

The blue canvases of the Kaerleon wagons were a mere hundred yards away, though the distance was thick with fighting men. Parthavans struggled to flee, while the Bruallians strove to hold them until the death stroke arrived. Marcellus clenched his teeth.

"Forward!"

Shadowdancer sprang, eagerly running down men in his path as mounted Bruallian knights sought to intercept them. The stallion reared and struck the first soldier off his steed. Marcellus clashed with the next; their swords rang like iron bells.

The knight was good but too eager. The thrust that should have killed Marcellus glanced off his mail instead. He ignored the pain and hacked into the man's shoulder where the pauldrons joined, then struck the knight across the helm with his buckler, unhorsing him. He felt Shadowdancer trample the man as he wheeled the horse to his left, blocking another knight's blow with his buckler. The impact from the heavy battle-axe rocked him backward, exposing him to the next swing.

But in a spatter of blood, the knight was suddenly armless. Jolgeirr caught the man's spinning axe from the air with his free hand while he finished off the screaming soldier with another fierce blow. Marcellus regained his balance as Jolgeirr expertly hefted the soldier's axe. The Norlander's face was spattered in gore, his eyes nearly mad with battle rage.

"As I did think. This be Norland steel!" He roared and charged into the nearest knights with a fierce grin, wielding two axes. Marcellus looked toward the wagons. They were halfway there. He heard the roars of the approaching army from behind, a pack of dragons bellowing in a cave.

Forward.

Shadowdancer soared. Marcellus no longer strove to battle individuals but turned aside blades, pushing foes back long enough to gallop past them.

Thirty yards. Jaslin was at his side, roaring wordlessly. His crimson-stained sword parried and struck as if wielded by a war god.

Forward. 

Behind Marcellus, his men razed the soldiers they passed, and suddenly, the stories were true. He and his men were unstoppable, the legendary Companions who could not be defeated. All who stood before them fell as if standing still, as if their weapons were the driest, most fragile twigs. The thunder of their charge reverberated, and their defiant shouts were music to Marcellus' ears. The banners rippled behind him, stirring him and his men forward.

Ten yards. The army was almost upon them, but it mattered not. The legends were true. He was the Champion of Kaerleon, and his Companions rode with him. Nothing was impossible for them. 

Nothing.

Forward.

His sword shattered the shield of the last soldier, and the wagons were before him. The Lion of Kaerleon emblem on the canvas beckoned, welcoming him. Marcellus leaped off Shadowdancer, strode to the nearest wagon, and snatched back the covering.

Whatever words he meant to say were forgotten as the quarrels struck.

He barely had time to throw up his shield, but it was as useful as paper at that range. The bolts from the crossbows punched straight through, piercing him swiftly and often before he collapsed to a view of the red-streaked sky. Beyond the pain, he heard the covers on the other wagons falling, the whine of quarrels streaking, and the screams of his men as they died. 

Something heavy fell beside Marcellus. He winced as he managed to turn his head.

Shadowdancer writhed on the ground, his body riddled with crossbow bolts. The stallion's legs churned the earth into bloody mud as he futilely strove to raise himself. Their eyes met, and Shadowdancer's movements slowed. Marcellus strained, using his good arm to pull forward until he could reach out and stroke the muzzle of his old friend. Shadowdancer's labored breathing became the only sound, slower and slower, until his last breath finally exhaled.

The unearthly quiet made Marcellus realize it was over. A shadow darkened his view. He looked up at a black-armored man who leveled his crossbow for the kill shot.

Death and glory.

A familiar voice spoke. "Wait. My lord has plans for this one." 

Forgetting his wounds, Marcellus shoved the crossbow away and rose to one knee as Gile Noman pushed through the black-garbed soldiers.

"I want to see him." The one-eyed mercenary met Marcellus' glare with a smirk. "Are you surprised, m'lord?" He hefted a bloodstained mace in his hand. 

Marcellus tried to move, but his limbs couldn't respond. The mace took a long time coming. Marcellus thought of Jaslin's words.

Nothing is glorious about this.

A final wave of heat and blood crashed down, drowning him in darkness.
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​Chapter 7: Nyori
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Nyori left at first light as Ayna had instructed. She wished for more precise directions, but Ayna could tell her no more, insisting that Nyori's intuition would guide her. Nyori wasn't as confident but knew she could never endanger her home and people. If that meant leaving Halladen under swift and mysterious circumstances, so be it.

She fingered the thick bronze bracelet on her wrist. No longer an apprentice, she was free to dress however she wished. She could not resist wearing the jewelry many of her former instructors gifted her. She was from the Nutanbi clan, after all. Nutanbi people believed in adorning themselves, and she was no exception.

Gold armlets glinted on her upper arms, and a serpentine bracelet encircled one of her wrists. Loops of various lengths hung from her neck, and a serpent-engraved comb held her mane of wavy hair in place. She abandoned her drab apprentice gown for a green-toned dress of finely spun baumwole that befitted her station. Divided for horse riding, it had the bonus of feeling so much more comfortable.

The Great Steppes stretched as far as she could see, vast grasslands that extended west to east from the borders of Leodia to the Dragonspine Mountains and north to south from the edges of Hispalia to the Hazelwood Forest of Byrthon. The only interruption of the level terrain was the Old Forest, where the ancient oaks and pines towered like guardians of legend. And the Guardians, the ring of mountains encircling Halladen, the Hidden City. 

She had not left Halladen since she was brought there as a young girl. Under any other circumstances, riding across the wide-open expanse of level grasslands would have been pleasant. She viewed the endless Steppes and the soaring ceiling of the white-streaked sky as though for the first time. It certainly didn't look like a place of impending danger. But it was somewhere out there, she knew. Only a fool would take a warning from the Sha lightly.

At least I don't travel alone.

Naresh and Takoda loped alongside Lively, her dappled mare. Although they carried their travel possessions on a pack mule that trailed Lively, they didn't ride. The men could jog for hours without tiring. Both were Nahguals, a rare breed of people who lived between the worlds of beasts and men. In the more restrained cities and towns, the people whispered the words 'shapeshifter' and 'skinwalker' with great fear and superstitious rituals, but Nyori was accustomed to her companions' abilities.

She supposed a normal person would be shocked by her way of life, but normality had ceased when her parents hurriedly sent her to the Sha. They had been aware she was different. She would sometimes dream of rain before a storm or pain before someone was hurt. Once, she dreamed of her grandmother lying on a tomb and awakened to news of her death. People in her Nutanbi village treated her differently, almost fearfully. Her friends avoided her. And her parents ... it was almost a relief when they took her to the Sha to begin her new life.

She still saw her parents twice a year but knew she would never return to the village or their way of life. That world seemed so small, so confining. She became accustomed to her solidarity. She lived a different life now, with people who studied visions and could heal almost any ailment. And men who turned to wolves.

How quickly one can be conditioned to the strangest of things. She smiled at the thought.

"Her smile is as bright as lightning, soft as the sighing of trees," Takoda said. "Yet riddles hide behind her eyes, and her voice sings the language of secrets."

Besides being a Nahgual, Takoda was of the Onasho clan, one of the nomadic tribes that roamed and fought across the territories of the Steppes. Outsiders referred to the collective tribes of the Steppes as Mandru, but each clan was distinct in appearance and culture.

Though Takoda's face was leathery and weathered by age and life outdoors, only a few silver threads lined the sheet of glimmering black hair that hung down his back. A comb lined with feathers was planted atop, and earrings of polished stone dangled from his ears. Despite the briskness of the air, only a decorative breastplate of burnished bone and beads covered his bare chest, though his leather leggings and breechcloth were sturdy enough. He often spoke as though quoting poetry. Perhaps he was.

"Just thinking, Takoda," Nyori said.

Naresh grunted sourly. "Hopefully about turning around instead of undertaking yet another of my sister's foolhardy quests." 

Naresh was Ayna's twin brother, sharing her copper skin, amber eyes, and flowing black hair that he braided down his back. His garb differed slightly from Takoda's: fur-trimmed breeches and a sturdy leather vest covering his well-muscled torso.

Ayna had warned Nyori not to speak of what had happened, so the men knew little beyond their instructions to guide and protect Nyori. Naresh had come begrudgingly and only at the insistence of Ayna. He didn't put much faith in his sister's abilities, perhaps because he did not share her intuitive talents. As a Nahgual, he depended on his physical skills, trusting what he could detect with his keen senses.

He glanced at her skeptically. "You don't even know where you're going, do you?"

Nyori touched the tube-shaped pouch securely fastened to the wide belt around her waist. Eymunder lay inside, its weight hardly noticeable. It was bewildering that such a small object would cause such potential danger. But it was her responsibility now, and she would have to get used to it.

She raised her chin and spoke as if she were Ayna. "The ways of the Sha are not for you to question, Naresh. It is enough that you have your orders and obey them."

Takoda barked a laugh, and Naresh flushed, twisting his lips. His bow was only half-mocking. "As you say, Shama."

It had been that way from the start. Naresh tried to lead when she was supposed to be in charge. Of course, she had never led an expedition before, and Naresh knew she was a newly anointed Shama. She didn't tell them their destination because it was the only thing that affirmed her leadership. As soon as Naresh knew where they were headed, he would try to take over. Overall, her expedition was a lesson in quickly mounting irritation.

Then, there was the silent communication between the men.

They could go for hours without speaking. Takoda would raise an eyebrow ever so slightly at something she said, which sent Naresh into sputters of laughter. Other times, Naresh would give the older man a narrow-eyed glance, which meant he was exasperated with her. A jerk of the thumb meant they needed to confer privately. They had a hundred variations of signals or facial movements that spoke without saying a word. All considered, it was annoying to be on the outside of their silent world. It would have been nice to have someone she could relate to on the trek.

The fool tosses coins into the sea and expects fish for supper. The thought was so clear she could almost hear Ayna's voice. It was true. Wishing for something that wasn't going to happen was pointless. She tried to focus on the task at hand.

At the foothills of the Dragonspine, she was to take the path to a refuge city called Asfrior, where she would find safety until Ayna came for her. She did not know the people or how long she would stay. Not the best guidelines, but no one said being a Shama was easy. That was the last thing Ayna told her.

They had not seen many other travelers since they left Halladen. Her guides blazed a trail known only to their kind and avoided strangers as much as possible. The various tribes were fiercely territorial and did not tolerate travelers crossing their borders without permission. Many other dangerous types wandered the Steppes as well. Lawbreakers often chose to brave the wrath of the Mandru rather than those who hunted them. Yet she had seen other travelers only at a far distance, and it looked almost as though they'd reach the Dragonspine Mountains without seeing another soul.

That changed on the fifth day of the journey.

Takoda was speaking about the siege of Letega when he suddenly stiffened.

"Hold."

Nyori pulled Lively to a stop. Miles of faded grassland stirred in the cool northern breeze. A large herd of massive, shaggy-haired wisents grazed a mile or so off, peppering the landscape as far as the eye could see. Nothing else was visible.

Naresh materialized from the midst of the tall grasses, startling Lively, who reared and almost threw Nyori from the saddle. She glared at him as she calmed the mare, but he didn't take the time for a smirk or wry comment for once. Ignoring her as usual, he spoke to Takoda.

"There's a band of travelers up ahead. A mix of mercenaries or marauders. They're armed and look like they can handle themselves."

Nyori looked around. "What are you talking about? We can see for miles in any direction."

Naresh gave her an irritated glance. "We're actually above them, Shama. Everything here looks flat to the untrained eye, but those of us with experience know better."

She nearly winced at the sting of his rebuke. The Steppes had low hills, but they were cunningly woven into the landscape to go unnoticed until too late. The flush in her cheeks changed from irritation to embarrassment, but she wouldn't let Naresh take the reins from her again. Closing her eyes, she focused her mind and expanded her senses. 

The slight breeze became a rushing torrent in her ears, and the swaying grasses clacked together like hollow reeds. She smelled the broken earth on her horse's hooves, the oil on Takoda's skin, and ... smoke in the distance. The strangers had just started a fire.

She dropped from her saddle. "You're right. Just over there." She pointed, savoring the surprise on Naresh's face. "Let's take a look, shall we?"

"Stay close and do as we do," Takoda said. 

Crouching low, he led the way. Nyori hitched up her skirts and followed, trying to match their stealth. She didn't think she did a good job. When Takoda dropped even lower and shuffled on his knees and elbows, she did the same, recalling hunting trips from her past when she accompanied her father in stalking wary deer.

They stopped at the brink of the hill overlooking more grassland where a small band of armed men had erected a camp. Naresh crept up beside her and peered with interest. There was no sense of uneasiness from either one, making her feel better.

"It will be a long detour to get around them," Takoda said. "Besides this hill, there is no other way to escape detection."

Naresh grunted. "I say we go to their camp. I don't hide from anyone. If they want to start trouble, we can give them more than they can handle."

Nyori rolled her eyes, and Takoda smiled wryly. "Ah, the invincibility of youth. It has been too long since arrows bounced off my chest, and I could shatter steel with my bare hands." 

As Naresh's face reddened, Nyori felt a chill as though dunked into a vat of ice water. The harbinger, it was called. To a trained Shama, it was an indicator that something significant was about to occur. 

One of the men stepped forward, shielding his eyes from the sun.

"Look," she said.

The man wore loose-fitting folds of faded greens and browns, and the black scarf wound around his head hung to his shoulders. He stood apart from the camp with his arms crossed, gazing in their direction.

Naresh stared incredulously. "How can he see us?"

"He can't," Takoda whispered.

"Well, he definitely knows something." Nyori stood, producing startled exclamations from the men. It would have been more satisfying had her heart not tried to pound out of her chest. The camp below stirred as they noticed her solitary figure.

She brushed her clothes off the best she could. "I sense no threat from this man. I will meet with him." She started down the slope, followed closely by Takoda. Naresh trailed, muttering under his breath. His words didn't sound complimentary.

The man waiting for them struck her interest immediately. He was medium in build and height yet carried strength across his shoulders, and a presence in his eyes made him seem larger. His skin was dark, his face squared and strong, and his beard neatly trimmed. She had seen foreigners like him come to Halladen before, travelers from Jangala and beyond the Sea of Sand. Tales of exotic strangers and towering pyramids sprung to her mind as she met his steady gaze.

"Sholoim, young sister." He bowed courteously with his palms pressed together, sunlight glinting off the copper bands encircling his wrists. "My name is Rhanu'bis. To friends, I am Rhanu. It pleases me that you have come down to introduce yourself. I was trying to decide whether to risk sending one of my men to flush you out or simply to shoot arrows into your hiding place."

Naresh growled deep in his chest. Rhanu glanced at him, and something flickered in his gaze as though awareness had occurred, something that went beyond words.

He returned his gaze to her. "I do not mean to offend. But these are strange times, and we are not many. When I detected what seemed to be spies, I had to think about those with me."

"You didn't see us," Takoda said. "It is impossible from here. How did you know we were there?"

Rhanu just smiled.

"All of that is beside the point," Nyori said. "I am Nyori Sharlin, a Shama from the Northern Steppes." 

Naresh grunted but fortunately held his tongue. Nyori pretended not to notice. "Takoda and Naresh are my escorts. We mean no harm and simply seek safe passage on our way east."

"East." Rhanu's dark eyes penetrated. "There is nothing east but the Dragonspine and trouble beyond. War and the aftermath of war. Raiders, mercenaries, and the Bruallians seeking to drown it all in madness. I do not doubt the hardiness of your protectors, but you would do better to turn back until a safer time if there is such a thing."

Naresh tensed and stepped forward. "Nonetheless, we are going and won't let anyone bar our way."

Nyori almost gaped at him. Naresh—the one who complained the whole way about the uselessness of their trek! Men were beyond comprehension at times.

Rhanu dipped his head. "The Steppes are for freemen, of course. It is not in our interest to interfere. However, it is getting dark, and I would extend the hospitality of our fire if it pleases you to camp with us tonight."

Naresh shook his head. "I don't think—"

Nyori cut him off before he could finish. "We will accept your hospitality, Rhanu. It would be an honor." She gave Naresh a withering look as she passed.

He ignored it and leaned close. "I hope you can conjure an escape should these men wish to hold us captive. You go too far this time, Shama." At least he lowered his voice when he spoke.

"It is past time you trust my decisions," she whispered back. "My senses would detect a threat if this man were trying to deceive us. Do as you are told, for once."

A young man around her age approached, scrutinizing them with undisguised interest. He was garbed in all black—a folded tunic over loose-fitting trousers tucked into soft leather boots. Only a few inches taller than Nyori, his blue-black hair was pulled into a topknot and held in place by a headband with unfamiliar characters emblazoned in the center. 

"Han, we are to have guests with us this evening," Rhanu said. "They left a horse and a pack mule on the hill just out of sight. If you don't mind, could you bring them to the camp?" 

Han nodded and jogged up the hillside.

"He seems young to be around..." Nyori trailed off, not knowing how to describe the band of battle-weathered men. As they entered the camp, she caught their stares. Her face flushed, and she avoided their eyes.

"Ruffians?" Rhanu laughed. "Mercenaries? Cutthroats? Robbers? I assure you we are not such men."

Takoda had silently observed until then. "What kind of men are you?" 

"We track down those who have done evil and bring them to justice."

Nyori nodded. "Whom are you hunting now?" 

"A pair. Man and woman. Quite a number of murders notched up between the two. We follow their trail west. Almost had them in Bruallia, but they managed to escape in the chaos on account of the war."

She studied the assortment of men. "This seems to be a large band to hunt just two people."

Rhanu stopped short. His face was deadly serious, giving his words extra gravity. "You have no idea how dangerous those we hunt are. You would not believe it if I told you." He shrugged. "Best if you never find out."

Stones were arranged in a circle at the camp center, where a fire eagerly licked the dry kindling. Slabs of what appeared to be venison were already hoisted on stakes above the flame. The men who gathered around the fire seemed the jovial sort, jesting and laughing amongst each other. They gave Nyori and her companions a friendly nod or handshake when introduced. They were men of all types from around the region. A short, olive-skinned Hispalian man strummed a lute as he lounged against a sandy boulder, and a fiery-haired, burly Norlander roared laughter louder than the others combined.

A pair of Mandru warriors turned to stare. Their skin was dark brown, and their heads shaved save for coarse, braided topknots that hung to their waists, colored red as if dipped in paint. Ivory clattered on their necks, and large, decorated disks stretched their earlobes into widened circles. They frowned when they saw Takoda.

Difiju. They probably have an ongoing feud with Takoda's clan. Nyori hoped they wouldn't cause any problems.

The rest seemed to be woodsmen and former soldiers for the most part. In all, there looked to be around a dozen men. Though well-traveled, they were not ragged or unkempt and appeared committed to staying alert and organized. A bonus, no doubt, to the life they led.

To Nyori's surprise, a woman emerged from one of the tents. She was of similar height as most of the men, her muscles almost as hard. Golden hair hung loosely to her shoulders, framing a tanned face. Her nose was delicate, and her lips curved almost sensuously, but that didn't detract from her deadly aura. An eye patch adorned with glittering jewels covered her scarred right eye, and a weathered leather vest and earth-toned breeches completed her look, fringed with beaded tassels that swung and clicked with her catlike strides.

"I heard we had guests." Her words were slightly halted as though unfamiliar with Jenera—the common tongue used by the civilized lands of the continent of Vinkalla. "I am pleased you have joined with us. My name is Meshella."

"A pleasure," Naresh said, eyeing her appreciatively. The expression on his face made Nyori want to slap him.

Meshella eased down beside Nyori. A necklace of what appeared to be either claws or fangs hung loosely around her neck, and bracelets of polished wood and beads clattered on her wrists. Her smile softened her features somewhat.

She had to be from one of the tribes in Uros, dwelling on the other side of Sky Lake. A large, curved blade hung from her waist in a beaded sheath. She is a woman who kills. It was like seeing a lioness up close, both fascinating and chilling. 

Seeing Nyori's curious look, Meshella gave a throaty chuckle. "It is all right. I will not bite you." Some of the men laughed, and Nyori flushed in embarrassment.

"No, we have already fed her for today," Rhanu said, seated nearby. The men laughed again, as did Meshella. Nyori found herself smiling despite her blunder.

One of the Difiju warriors turned to Takoda with an expression utterly devoid of humor. "You are Onasho?" The question was more of a demand. He and his companion glowered as Takoda regarded them with an air of calm.

"Yes."

"We are Difiju." The statement had a ring of a challenge.

Naresh's hand casually strayed toward the sword he had laid beside him.

Firelight glinted from the Difiju warrior's dark eyes when he leaned forward. "These are our lands. Our companions have permission from the elders to cross in peace. You know trespassing demands payment in blood."

An electric current seemed to crackle in the air as though the herald of violence had announced its presence. Everyone in the camp tensed.

Only Takoda seemed at ease. He respectfully dipped his head, but there was no fear in his eyes. "Blood is a payment that never fulfills its debt, I am told by men wiser than I. True, we have no permission to cross your lands. But you should know that you speak of violence in the face of the Shama. Your curse is on your head, should you wish to proceed."

The Difiju warrior looked at her, surprised. "I ... did not know. She is—"

So young is what he means to say. The thought was bittersweet. Becoming a Shama at her age was a feat to be proud of, but Nyori knew she did not have the regal bearing of Ayna or the other Shama she had encountered.

"—not what I expected," the Difiju warrior said. He and his companion stood and nodded respectfully. "My apologies, Shama. I am shamed for my conduct."

Nyori nodded in return. "You did not know. There is no shame in that. I hope there will not be trouble as we continue our journey on the morrow."

"The word will be sent ahead, Shama. You will not be disturbed, I assure you." The others gazed at her in a reassessing way.

"Well." Rhanu's voice was dry. "That settles that. Perhaps we can eat now."

Meshella touched Nyori's arm reassuringly. "Don't let Rhanu fool you. He would never have let anyone be harmed while under his hospitality. He would have stopped them with just a few words. Rhanu is a hard man, but a just one."

Han returned to camp and dipped a bow to Nyori. "Your horse is tied with the others. She will also be brushed and fed before we retire for the night."

"Thank you."

He grinned and passed her a deep wooden bowl and spoon. The steaming stew was thick and filled with large chunks of venison and spare on vegetables, just the sort of thing a man would cook up. Still, she had been living on rabbit and dry bread for the last few days, so any change was good. She ate eagerly, impressed by the seasoning that made the food taste better than expected.

"What is a Shama?" Han gazed at her with familiar intensity. She had seen the same looks from some of the men in Halladen that she pretended not to notice. Finding herself as an object of attraction was both embarrassing and flattering.

"We are healers and vision seekers. Keepers of lost arts and guardians of secrets. I can tell you no more than that, I'm afraid." She ignored Naresh's sour grunt.

"Such is the Shama's burden," Takoda said softly. "To hear but not speak, to seek but not share. For whom have the understanding but they?"

Han nodded. "We have Sovereign Ones in my homeland. They speak as you do, though they are always in their autumn years. None so young and lovely as you, Shama. Meshella is the only woman I've had the pleasure of viewing since crossing the Dragonspine, and she bites." He winced as Meshella absentmindedly punched him in the arm.

"You must ignore this puppy," she said. "He is not yet weaned on his first taste of women."

Nyori felt her face flush. "Where are you from, Han?"

"Honguo."

She had only heard of Honguo from tales from traveling merchants and in exotic stories. It was so far from Vinkalla that it had achieved mythical qualities when spoken of. Stories were told of strange creatures, flying men, and devastatingly beautiful women. Despite his foreign looks, Han was almost disappointing in the face of the stories.

"What brings you so far from your home?" she asked.

"Adventure." He smiled. "I have not much except my sword and my skill at using it. Fortunately, both are phenomenal."

Naresh scoffed. "Skill? You look even younger than Nyori. How much training could you possibly have had?"

Han grinned around a mouthful of stew. "Youth is my advantage. I have trained with a blade since the age other children play with toys. I am to swordplay what poetry is to words."

"You forget to add modest as well," Naresh said.

Han paused in the act of lifting his spoon. "I'll wager my sword against yours that I can disarm you in ten drumbeats."

Nyori studied Han. He was entirely at ease, his eyes twinkling with amusement. She realized he wasn't jesting; he truly believed he was that good. She cut Naresh off just as he opened his mouth.

"We are not here to make wagers or contest any of you, Han. There is nothing that needs proving."

Han shrugged and continued eating. "As you say, Shama."

Takoda looked disappointed. "And here I was looking forward to making a few easy tokes. Not to mention seeing young Naresh graced by the spirit of humility."

Naresh reddened, but Nyori caught him glancing at Han in an evaluating manner.

"I have not seen such a diverse band as this," Takoda said. "How is it that so many different people have banded together just to hunt criminals?"

An awkward hush fell over the camp. Nyori held her breath as the band looked at one another. For a moment, she thought Takoda had somehow inadvertently insulted them.

Rhanu finally broke the silence. "We have all suffered ... losses. When something you love dearly is taken, you look for something to fill that gaping hole. Something to keep you from sinking into the depths of despair. That common experience is why we have bonded."

"I thought you said you were hunting a pair of murderers," Naresh said. "You make it sound now as if it is much more than that."

Firelight flickered in Rhanu's eyes. "Micholas! We are in need of entertainment. Regale us, if you will, with your bardic songs of glory and valor."

The Hispalian man stood to the applause of the others in the band. Nyori looked at Takoda, who shrugged as if to say: We have our secrets; let them keep theirs. They turned to listen as Micholas strummed his lute with expert fingers. He was garbed in a finely embroidered coat and trousers, better suited for a banquet than the hardy outdoors.

"Micholas once played in the court of the High Don in Hispalia," Han said softly. "Or so he has said."

"What happened?" Nyori asked.

Han smiled sadly. "Life."

Micholas' eyes closed as the melody of the lute strings took him to another place. He sang in a soaring tenor, accompanying his instrument's plaintive tunes.

Upon a rock amid a stream;

the lass sat down, her face serene.

The wind toned down, the birds fell silent;

the wildwoods waited, their voices quiet.

Her hair rippled and flowed like fire

as she sang sweetly of desire.

Her voice like razors, slicing deep,

so that the sky began to weep.

Her song was thunder in the rain

as words of sorrow she then sang.

Her fingers bled upon her lyre

and swiftly set the world on fire.

Then at the last note of defiance,

the sky sagged in relief of silence.
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