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Chapter One
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Ryk

It was a world of sapphire skies and floating islands. Levitating iceberg-shaped land masses dotted the horizon, and the islands were riddled with colorful crystalline forests. 

Captivated, Hata Vasara stared at the scene in amazement. Then the pain tore at her shoulder where the four-armed man, Hear-fan Skaad, had seared a hole through it. Nearly the diameter of a finger. She touched it tenderly, said finger fitting nearly perfectly. No blood. The spell had cauterized the wound and retreated from Hear-fan Skaad. She doubted that he’d been killed when she collapsed the mountain and caused it to crush through the Gate around him. Hata looked back at the similar Gate she had fled through. She stood on a minor island with only her and the ominous archway. I ran from that man pretending to be a god, feigning to be the almighty Primus, the creator. Hata shook her head. He’s powerful. He could come after me at any second. She cautiously walked to the edge and peeked over the side to see white clouds and sparkling seas thousands of feet below. No landmass, only the sea stretching for miles on end. Teras’s thunder. Where am I? A wave of dizziness quivered through her. 

Hata found a thick chain spiked into the earth near the island’s edge. The chain stretched across the abyss toward another floating landmass nearly a hundred feet away. Broken black iron panels clung to the chain at intervals. This used to be a bridge. She imagined there used to be two such chains across the void, set with the flat pieces of iron. She knelt, grasped the chain, and tried to shake it, the links nearly as big as her hand. It swayed a bit but did not come loose. I can’t do this. I don’t have the strength to carry myself across. Agony burnt in her shoulder.

A ghastly howl echoed from the gateway behind her. She turned, and three of the Skaad hounds leaped through the portal. They lifted their heads at the sight of her and snarled, hackles raised. Their black matted fur was dust-covered. From destroying my home...Oitilla. Their jagged joint bones protruded unnaturally from their forelegs. 

They dashed toward her.

Hata dropped her spear, slapped her hands together, and then raised them to the sky, palms upward. She created the piercing stalagmites directly beneath two of the hounds. The spikes erupted from the floating earth, crystal-flecked veins throughout. The two hounds were skewered, screaming, black blood gushing down the columns.

The last hound was fast, nearly upon her. 

Hata created another column of the earth at her feet as the hound leaped at her. She soared away from the beast’s snapping jaws and landed painfully with a thud a dozen feet away. A tingling sense pulled Hata’s focus to the steel tip of the spear that lay discarded near the hound. 

The hound turned and snarled, circling, readying to renew its attack.

Hata clung to the metal of the spear in her mind. She took control of the weapon, which zipped into the air, spinning rapidly as its slingshot orbited around her. She released it as it hissed through the air toward the hound. 

The beast screamed as it took it in the side, causing the hound and spear to be carried a few feet before thudding into the ground, skewering it. The hound shrieked and gnashed at the shaft, jutting from its side as it was pinned to the ground.

Hata Vasara, the Sunstone, strode over, grasped the shaft, and called upon the earth to swallow the beast. She freed the weapon, and the hound’s shrieks became muffled as the soil engulfed it. Then there was silence.

Suddenly, a cacophony of howls and drawn-out wailing echoed through the gateway. 

Enough of this. Hata shaped a foothold of the earth beneath her feet and raised it into the air. She floated skyward. Instead of making for the island directly across from her, Hata floated upward toward one of the hundreds of massive islands above her that shadowed the Gate. She looked down just in time to see a horde of screeching Children of Skaad pour through the portal like a black wave.

Hata studied the islands. Most were covered in crystal trees and glimmering rock formations. She noticed small animals darting around the forest floor. A food source, perhaps, she pondered, her stomach growling. She continued, kneeling on her little cone of earth, hands grasping tight to the edges. The pain in her shoulder threatened to make her pass out. By Teras’s mountain, I need to land and rest. Then she saw movement in the distance. A crate was moving by its own volition from one island to the next. She squinted and realized the thing was connected to two thick cords with gears churning above the cart. 

A dark shape hissed past her ear, and a repetitive thumping sound grew in the wind. Then, another projectile thudded into the earth right between her knees, where she knelt. An arrow? She leaned over and wheeled her platform about. Another strange crate with two blurred spinning blades atop it thundered toward her. A figure stood on its forefront, leveling a crossbow at her.

Hata lifted her hands, shaking her head to indicate she meant no harm. 

The figure continued aiming at her but held its fire. The flying contraption circled about her. She saw another figure in a divot, huddled before the one, leveling the weapon at her. They wore hard round helmets and thick round pains of dark glass on their eyes while covering their faces with outlandishly painted pieces of cloth. They circled once more. Hata stayed still, hands held up. The one figure lowered the crossbow and pointed toward the island that the crate on the rope was slowly plodding along toward.

Hata nodded in answer and leaned in that direction. As she approached, she realized extravagant structures were also among this island’s crystal trees. Towers of multi-colored minerals reached up toward her as they descended. It was the largest of all the islands around them. Farms built on step-like plateaus skirted the buildings of grainy wood, glimmering metal, vivid stone, and crystal. 

Hata heard a faint shout and looked over to the craft escorting her. The figure was waving and pointing down to a flat area near the edge of the island city. She nodded again and soon landed on the smooth stone area. Flecks of crystal could be seen in the rock at her feet.

The thumping aircraft landed nearby. The back end of it had a deafening, rumbling box with colorful crystal gems repeatedly blinking with light, causing steaming puffs of azure and crimson. The sound halted. The whirling blades of the flying thing puttered to a stop, and the two short people climbed a small ladder down the side and tramped toward her. They looked just over four feet tall, but their bodies were broad-shouldered and sturdy. They wore pieces of cloth painted with teeth or wings over the lower halves of their faces and tight round helms upon their heads with black glass covering their eyes.

One of them grumbled at her in a language she could not understand.

Hata raised her hands and scrunched her face as she answered in Auru, “Sorry, I don’t speak that language.”

They bickered back and forth for a minute. One pulled on their face covering to reveal a short, curly black beard. He smacked his counterpart, then returned to Hata and spoke in a different language. 

Yet again, she did not understand and stood there blankly.

The other little man threw his arms up in desperation.

The man speaking to her lifted the helm from his head and held it under his arm. His face was strong with high cheekbones, and his curly beard connected to his short black hair. His dark brown tone was not dissimilar to the Tal’tulu people back home. His sparky green eyes examined her for a long while, his counterpart pacing back and forth behind him. Finally, he sighed and muttered, “Does the old dweller folk dialect ring a bell?”

“Vouri,” Hata exclaimed in her native tongue. “You speak Vouri?” 

“Cracked crystals,” he shouted, then did a little dance and slapped his thigh.

The other little man stomped up, removing his face coverings and helm. Hata saw a similar man, but his beard was stubble with a sheen of red. His skin was of a lighter complexion through the whiskers on his chin and upper lip. His deep brown eyes sparkled as he smacked the first man on the back with a resounding thud. “I told you to try that first, you damned propeller face.”

“Nay, you did not, Rorik Windbeard. Completely mine own idea, it was.”

“Zep off, Bryn, I spotted her first.” The short man stopped and looked up at Hata, who towered over them. “By the pillars of Luminar, she near reaches the sky, this lass.” Rorik chuckled and grinned mischievously. “This Sky-lass.”

“Bryn Sparkheart, at your service, madam Sky-lass.” The black-bearded man bowed with a mighty flourish.

“Hata Vasara, at yours, good sirs.” Hata curtsied elegantly, then winced in pain.

“By the bright beard. You’re wounded.” Bryn began fiddling in a belt full of pouches. “Come here, I’ve got just the thing for that.” He pulled out a tiny green gem cut flat like a coin. From another pouch, he smothered some greasy ointment over the jade-colored rock, then moved to press it against her wound.

“What is that?” Hata asked as she knelt so he could reach her.

“Malachite,” Bryn mumbled as he stuck it over the small hole, the ointment causing it to stick to her. “It does wonders to boost the body’s healing capabilities.”

The itching pain began to cool instantly. Hata smiled in relief. “Thank you.”

“Now, where are you coming from, and what is your business in the Ryk Lân?” Rorik asked, tilting his head questionably.

“I fled from the Skaad Lân.” 

Rorik and Bryn sucked in curse-like breaths simultaneously.

“Skaad. Those feckin’ monsters came to the Ryk Lân nearly a century ago, but we drove them off,” Bryn grumbled. “You came through the Wayfarers Gate then?” 

“Wayfarers? If that’s what it is called, then yes, I did,” Hata answered unsurely.

“The damned Iban’mael Wayfarers were the ones who created the feckin’ thing,” Bryn grumbled.

“Did the bastards follow you then?” Rorik asked, his pale face darkening.

Hata nodded.

“Feckin’ hells,” Bryn cursed. “Well, we’d best tell her royal majesty pronto, you hear, Rorik?”

Rorik was staring at Hata, his eyes wide with wonder. “By Luminar’s light. Wait, a bright bearded minute, how did you survive the other side? And, for that matter, how are you flying on that little piece of dirt there?”

“Well,” Hata said, smiling reservedly. “I can tell you, but shall we do it on the way? The Children of Skaad poured out of the Gate shortly after me.”

“That is what they are named? Children? Luminar’s light.” Bryn spat onto the ground. “Quickly then. Let’s be off.”

They ushered Hata off the smooth stone platform toward the city of glowing crystal spires. Hata told them who she was, how she acquired her powers and everything she had learned from her short conversation with Hear-fan Skaad.
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Chapter Two
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Shadow

“What’re you doing here?” Naurr Andiges asked in surprise as Saudett trudged through the muck toward him. The burly Tulu man tilted his head, swatting at the massive flies that buzzed around him and his workers, who were digging a trench through the swamp of the Moreas Lân. The channel was to run water toward the Wayfarers Gate back into the Earste Lân. The oasis valley of Hasiera and its nomadic people were in dire need of it.

“Simon sent me,” Saudett mumbled, exhausted from trekking aimlessly through the swamplands while avoiding massive spiders, ants, and other creatures along the way. Not to mention blood loss. Eventually, she had come to the river, which led back to the village of Rawa, where her husband, Simon Meridio, was battling against the foul beasts of the Daanav. She had been in that battle...recklessly. I fought while carrying our son in my womb, and now he is gone. I’ve lost him, and it’s all my fault. She suddenly felt nauseous, like her stomach wanted to jump out of her throat.

“Alone?” Naurr questioned curiously.

“Not alone,” someone whispered from behind her.

Saudett spun about to see Darkclaw Marah, the Volkinn, crouched low, panting. Bandages wrapped their torso and back. Fur peeked through the wraps as blood seeped through them. 

“Marah. Why—” Saudett started but caught herself as Naurr strode up. I can’t let him know I ran away. I ran away because Simon told me time and time again to stop fighting, and I didn’t listen. 

Darkclaw Marah studied Saudett, sniffing the air deeply before speaking. “Lady, I have escorted you safely as the First Otsoa commanded.”

“By the Primus, you two look near death,” Naurr sighed. “Let’s get you back to the Gate, then.”

“Much appreciated, Naurr.” Saudett nodded as Naurr offered an arm for support. She took it as he waved at one of the other workers to provide Marah the same assistance, but the Volkinn growled and shook their head stubbornly.

“Suit yourself then,” Naurr muttered. “Skrull’s unholy balls. I need a raise.”

Saudett smiled weakly at the jest. “I promise you will get it. You have been beyond loyal to Simon over the past few months.”

“There was talk about going into a partnership once we have saved the Lân and all that.” Naurr shook his head dejectedly. “Yet, there seems no end in sight with these fell beasts on the loose.”

“I agree with you on that front,” Saudett whispered. I wish we were home with our son in Dagad. Just Simon and me with our baby, living in peace. Our baby...oh gods, I killed him. Her heart twisted in her chest at the thought of Simon looking at her with such disgust when he discovered the truth. Tears trickled down her cheeks, but she kept quiet as they continued through the muck.

The workers were half done with the river divergence project. They followed the large trench around massive tree trunks and through mud-slicken earth. Groundwater was already filling the base of the channel, even before the connection was made to the broad river back the way they had come. The nomads of Hasiera moved in both directions, carrying waterskins or buckets to bring back through the Wayfarers Gate to the valley. These were the few who hadn’t gone to battle for the freedom of the Kadal lizard people.

Finally, Saudett caught sight of the Wayfarers Gate through the canopy-covered marsh’s fog. Its white glowing surface was a bright contrast to the dreary swamp. Tents had been erected around the Gate, and people bustled about. A massive cauldron bubbled above a fire in front of one of the tents. The smell made Saudett’s mouth water. Thank Hettra, I haven’t eaten anything in days. 

Darkclaw Marah’s stomach groaned loudly from behind her.

“You two look to be right famished,” Naurr said with a chuckle as he ushered them toward the cauldron. “Grab a bowl and rest in one of the tents. Keeps the damn flies at bay.”

“My thanks again, Naurr.” Saudett weakly put her thumb to her lips. 

“Of course, ma’am.” He smiled warmly, spooning a bowl of steaming curry out of the pot and handing it to her. Then, he did the same for Marah and himself. With a sigh, he took his bowl and turned to leave. “Best I get back to work then, eh?” He waved and quickly disappeared into the mists once more.

They ate enthusiastically from the aromatic curried meat and vegetable bowls. 

Saudett filled another bowl to bring with her into the tent, but exhaustion suddenly washed over her as she stumbled toward it. 

Marah followed her in, grimacing with pain as they lowered themselves to a seat beside Saudett. 

Before Saudett could spoon another mouthful of the curried stew, Marah confronted her.

“The pup is lost, then?” Marah whispered hoarsely.

“Yes,” Saudett exclaimed, bursting into tears, trying desperately to hold her lips together and keep the words inside. But they spilled out of her. “I killed him. I killed our son, Marah.”

Darkclaw Marah immediately set down their food bowl and wrapped their arms around Saudett. “I am sorry, Lady Saudett. Had I been by your side—”

“No.” Saudett buried her face into the coarse fur of Marah’s shoulder. “No, you did protect me. I would be dead had you not stood in the path of the hound’s needles.”

Marah groaned in discomfort. The Volkinn’s fur-covered body was still wrapped in linen bandages. “Lady, why did you flee? After the battle, I went looking for you as soon as possible. I followed your scent and set out on the hunt for you. I did not even tell the Lord First that you fled.”

“That is for the better.” Saudett stifled a sob. “Simon is why I fled. I could not imagine how much he would hate me for this.”

“Is he such a lowly man?”

That caught Saudett by surprise. Is Simon such a lowly man? Would he honestly despise me for losing our child? Yet the thought of even telling him caused her gut to twist and her heart to quicken anxiously. No, I can’t do it. She said nothing in answer to Marah’s question and leaned against the Volkinn warrior.

“Eat now. Get some rest,” Marah suggested as they put their hands on Saudett’s shoulders and looked into her eyes. Marah’s canine golden eyes were mesmerizing and comforting.

“Thank you for following me, Marah.”

Marah downed the remaining contents of their bowl, yawned, and stretched contently. They lay down, beckoning Saudett into their arms.

Saudett finished her food and curled up into Darkclaw Marah’s warm fur, facing the Volkinn’s chest. Saudett stirred as she remembered what Marah’s lips tasted like, but soon exhaustion took them both into darkness.

****
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“SAUDETT,” SIMON MERIDIO called out over the aftermath of the battle. So many bodies were burnt and mutilated—my people. The nomads of Hasiera were still scattered in the scorched swamplands. The low, mucky flatland below the treetop town of Rawa, the village in the world of the Moreas Lân, and home to the lizard-like people, the Kadal. Puddles of obsidian muck were all that remained of the enemy forces. They were called the Children of Skaad, or so said the flying humanoid named Trije-fan Skaad. 

“Saudett!” Simon shouted again.

“Lady Builder.” One of the nomads near him took up the cry.

“Hasssssst,” a squat lizard-folk hissed out in unity.

One by one, the people around him took up his call to find her. And one by one, they examined and gathered the bodies together. She was not among them. Where is that woman? Where did you go? I need you now. Simon’s hand went to his belt where he once kept the magic-infused bone dagger made of the very bone of Gaelin Yesnala—the Iban’mael Wayfarer. The Skrull-damned bastard betrayed me and took the blade for himself. That blade had granted Simon unfathomable knowledge and elemental power. Now, I am nothing but a lowly architect once again. He shrugged. It’s probably for the best. Now, I can leave all this behind and go home to Dagad. That is...as soon as I find my wife.

****
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SAUDETT’S EYES SHOT open as an explosion reverberated through the air. Darkclaw Marah jolted upright beside her within the canvas tent. They both scrambled outside. A hole had been torn open in the tree canopy above, the leaves and branches sizzling with violet smoking energy. Grey skies leak dim light into the clearing before the Gate. A hooded man stood in a small crater before the Wayfarers Gate, the same violet smoke flowing across his body...across his wings. His clothes were in tatters, and he looked wounded. He placed his hands on the green-black marble of the gateway.

“Halt. Stop what you are doing,” a nearby Hasieran warrior shouted, leveling his spear at the newcomer.

The winged man ignored him.

The nomadic warrior rushed forward with his glinting spear tip leveled.

The hooded man lashed out with one of his bat-like wings. Black-violet smoke burst from the attack as the Hasieran spear warrior was hurled through the air, his body crackling and burning with violet energy.

Saudett hesitated, putting her hand to her stomach where her child had once been. I have no weapon. I don’t want to die.

The roiling, cloudy portal of the Wayfarers Gate began to change. Its white mists bubbled and foamed into a crimson haze.

Darkclaw Marah sprang forward, their muscles pulsing, teeth bared, and clawed fingers taut.

Saudett followed more slowly, cautiously.

The winged man stepped through the portal.

“Marah. No,” Saudett cried out as Darkclaw Marah disappeared through the clouded surface after him. Fucks. Saudett sprinted, kicking up the dead warrior’s spear into her hands and plunging through the portal. The next thing she knew, something slammed into her, and she landed with a splash in knee-deep water. Darkclaw Marah lay limp nearby. The smell of the Volkinn’s burnt fur filled Saudett’s nostrils. No...Marah. She saw the rise and fall of their chest. Thank Hettra, they’re still alive.

“What, do tell, is this then?” a low, sultry voice tickled her ears. “You brought me gifts, my son?”

Saudett ground her teeth through the pain and came to her knees. A man dressed in white. No, not a man. 

Four arms gestured welcomingly as the Iban’mael spoke to the winged man who stood behind her at the Wayfarers Gate. “I have never seen such a beast.” The Iban’mael crouched low next to Darkclaw Marah.

“Quickly, Father, help me close this Gate. One of your predecessors is on my trail.”

“A Wayfarer?”

“Yes. Yes. I’ve been fighting him and fleeing across the Moreas Lân for nearly a day.”

“Why not kill him?” the grey-skinned Iban’mael asked incredulously as he moved to the Gate.

The winged man snorted as both men placed their hands against the towering Gateway, ten times the size of the one in the Moreas Lân. 

Saudett finally took in her surroundings. The water rippled out across a velvety twilight star-ridden sky. Six massive versions of the Wayfarers Gates were arranged in a circle. Other than that, there was nothing but the two strange beings. The cloudy red portal suddenly dissipated into nothing, and she could look through and see the water stretching far beyond it. 

The two men turned back to her.

“Where are we?” Saudett dared to ask, her voice hoarse.

“Welcome, human,” the man in majestic white clothing said calmly, smiling at her warmly. “I am Hear-fan Skaad.” He put a hand on the shoulder of the winged man. “This is my third son, Trije-fan Skaad.” He opened his lower two arms and gestured about them, spinning elegantly around. “And this is my domain, the Skaad Lân.”

Saudett’s gaze went back and forth between Hear-fan and Trije-fan. The father had a friendly air about him. He does not seem ill-intent. She could barely make out the face of the son under his low hood. She felt around in the water for her spear. It was gone. We are trapped here. Perhaps I could surprise them with a spear to the gut if I had it, but then what? Take one down to have the other burn me alive with that strange violet-black fire. Standing there facing the two formidable beings, she felt the weight of her insignificance. Despite her best efforts, she knew she was no match for their strength and ability, and a ripple of apprehension rippled through her like the waters she stood in. 

Finally, she breathed deeply and asked, “What will you do with us?”

“Treat you both as honored guests, for that is certain,” Hear-fan said, still smiling, his black teeth glistening. He beckoned to her as he strode past to the center of the circle of gates. Saudett watched Trije-fan Skaad lift Darkclaw Marah from the water with little effort and take the Volkinn to stand beside his father.

Saudett painfully stood and cautiously limped toward them. As she came before them, the ground suddenly shook, and the sound of metal creaking and groaning surrounded her. Then, they were sinking into the earth. Water spilled off what she now realized was a rust-covered metal platform. They descended into darkness.
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Chapter Three
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Duplicity

Simon listened to his right-hand man, Naurr Andiges, apologize repeatedly. 

“Boss, I should have stayed by her side,” Naurr said, clutching his head in dismay. “I felt that something was strangely off with her. She came back alone with that Volkinn panting at her heels.”

Simon turned to an older woman, a nomad of Hasiera. “You say you saw Darkclaw Marah and my wife Saudett chase the winged man through the portal? And then the portal vanished?”

“Aye indeed, Lord First. Darkclaw was damned near the demon’s neck when they both plunged into that crimson fog. The lady grabbed up a spear and followed them right in. She did indeed.”

Why did Saudett come back here alone? Or not alone, but with Marah. Simon closed his eyes wearily. The Wayfarers Gate has gone inert. I have lost my magic to rectify that. We are stranded here in the Moreas Lân, and Hasiera will soon dry up. Where in Skrull’s damned name did that bastard Gaelin get to? The frustration peaked as he cursed out at no one in particular. “I just need a minute to fucking think.”

Naurr bowed his head, where he was seated on a rotting stump. 

The older woman backed away, then turned and hurried off.

“Naurr, my good man.” Simon stood and touched the man’s shoulder. “You had nothing to do with my wife’s actions. She chased the bastard into the Gate of her own free will.” Simon crouched in front of Naurr. “Once I get this Gate pointed back to home, it is time you took the men and headed there. I’ll send you through the same Gate we sent Kiana Ahmadi and the others. The Aurulan Gate is far closer to Dagad. The Hasieran can finish this damned trench themselves.”

“You are speaking the truth?” Naurr asked as he looked up into Simon’s eyes. 

“Of course, my good man,” Simon said with a smile. “I would have joined you had my dear wife not run off alone. I was ready to be done with this shit and return to Dagad. Join the fatherhood assembly like yourself now that our little girl is coming.”

“Ha. So, you finally went and did it. No more fooling about with others in your spare time, then?” Naurr chuckled slightly. “Fair warning, prepare never to sleep again there, boss.”

“Oh, gods, we did, and I don’t know about the former.” Simon laughed. “As to the latter, so have I heard are the woes of parenthood.”

“Honest to Qav, I could not do what my dear Cenna does. She handles my young Noa day and night, the damned rowdy rascal he is.”

“By Hettra’s bouncing bosoms, my good man, I should apologize. You have been away from your family for far too long as it is.”

“You’ll still be honoring our deal?” Naurr asked questionably as he arched a brow. “To go into partnership?”

“Indeed, I will.” Simon nodded. “Whenever I return, that is. I will write a bank note to give to the Court of Freemen when you return to Dagad. You will have access to all my funds until my return.”

“Primus’s blessing to you.” Naurr put his thumb to his lips in thanks.

There was a sudden commotion as Gaelin Yesnala slowly descended through the hole that Trije-fan Skaad had burnt through the tree cover.

Skrull-damned piece of pissing warts on a fat fucking cock, you son-of-a – Simon raged internally as he sighted the Iban’mael sorcerer and stomped toward where Gaelin had landed before the Wayfarers Gate.

Gaelin landed lightly on his feet and began to inspect the Gate, ignoring everyone around him.

“Oi!” Simon shouted as he approached. “You fucking bastard.”

Gaelin did not turn about and continued his studies, resting a hand on the black marble of the archway.

“You murdered our people in that blood bath back there...”

“Ah yes,” Gaelin muttered to himself. “The foul creature retreated to the Skaad Lân. I should have known.”

“I’m talking to you, Gaelin Yesnala.” Simon was right up behind the Iban’mael now, reaching out to grab him by the shoulder and spin him about. But as he was about to touch him, Gaelin turned about abruptly.

“No, Simon Meridio, not our people. They’re barely even your people.” 

“By the Primus. These people died because you could not control your lust for vengeance against the Daanav. You burnt a score of them alive.”

“Yet I took out three times as many of those despicable abominations in the process,” Gaelin said dully.

“Couldn’t finish their leader, though, could you?!” Simon screamed, spittle splashing at Gaelin. “The flying one. Even with my dagger, you damned fucking thief.”

“Your dagger?” Gaelin tilted his head curiously, one of four hands appearing with a handkerchief and wiping away Simon’s spit. “What dagger?” The Iban’mael shrugged with all four arms.

Simon blinked, and his mouth hung open. Gaelin’s arm, once torn off and used to create the magic-infused dagger, was as good as new. 

Gaelin grinned wickedly, his blackened teeth gleaming. “Indeed, Simon, my power is returned to me. I am back at full strength. Honestly, I do not think I have any further need for you. Strangung.” 

Simon snapped his jaw shut as Gaelin’s double-fisted punch slammed into his chest, sending him soaring. Lind...Simon thought unconsciously as he crashed into the trunk of a thick swampland tree. The magical barrier was dim and shattered upon impact, but it protected him from most of the force.

“Good luck returning to the Earste Lân without my power,” Gaelin called as he touched the archway, and a swirling navy haze appeared. The Iban’mael Wayfarer did not look back as he stepped through the portal. A moment later, the cobalt cloud dissipated into nothing.

Simon gasped for air as his chest burnt with agony. A couple of ribs broken. Again, without thinking, his hand fell on his chest, and he muttered, “Gehae.” A soft yellow light from his hand caused the pain to recede, and he heard his ribs crack back together. As he lay there, he looked at his hand in realization. I still have the magic. He jumped to his feet. “I still have it!” he shouted as the Hasieran gathered around him.

“First Otsoa, the Wayfarer, he has betrayed us. What’re we to do?” one warrior asked anxiously.

Gebod. Simon’s voice became abnormally loud and echoed throughout the crowd. “Fear not, Hasiera. I will take us home. We will diverge the river through the Wayfarers Gate, and Hasiera will be alive again.”

The crowd’s anxious fidgeting erupted into a cheer.

Ah, to be whole again. Simon clenched his fist. The jagged white scars on his left arm tingled with energy. He strode to the gateway and rested that hand upon it. Simon brought the image of the valley of Hasiera to his mind. “Sefa,” he uttered the spell. The white mist exploded to life as the portal again coupled to the Earste Lân. Take that, you smug bastard. If I see you again, Gaelin Yesnala, one of us will not survive the encounter. Simon smirked haughtily, flexing his hand repeatedly. He looked at all the hopeful eyes watching him and puffed up his chest as he presided over them. “Now. Let us get the Skrull-forsaken trench finished so we can go home.” 

He watched proudly as his people returned to work, digging and carrying water through the Wayfarers Gate as if nothing had disrupted their day. There was an itch at the back of Simon’s mind. I feel like I’m forgetting something. He shrugged and returned to supervise the proceedings.
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Chapter Four
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Solitude

Saudett bit her tongue in terror. They had been descending for an eternity. But as they sunk, Saudett gazed upon massive caverns, alight with azure burning torches and hordes of Daanav gnashing and howling, pushing toward the edge of the abyss. All striving, it seemed, to catch a glimpse of the Iban’mael man in white, Hear-fan Skaad. In some caverns, strange hunch-backed beings worked metals with violet-fired smithies. Worse even were the tunnels disappearing into darkness, screams and shrieks echoing out of the black beyond. She saw two of the lumbering hulks come out of one such tunnel and toss the body of a mutilated hound over the edge. The hound’s body was cut and stitched with an extra limb jutting from its back.

What in Skrull’s name are they doing in there? Saudett trembled at the thought.

“Fancy my art?” Hear-fan Skaad enquired frankly. 

“Art?” Saudett gulped.

“Oh indeed, all my children are majestic art, my creations.” He grinned wickedly. “Though some have my true blood in their veins.” He placed his hand on Trije-fan Skaad’s back. “Along with some simple... enhancements.”

Saudett shuddered again. 

Hear-fan’s eyes fell on Marah, still in Trije-fan’s arms. 

I can’t imagine what he will do to the Volkinn. They are unique people, and this sick bastard seems like he will be overly interested. 

“Ah, here we are,” Hear-fan said as the platform groaned to a halt. A corridor stretched before them, lit with warm white lights on the ceiling. Beautiful marble tiles of whites, greys, and blues lined the floor and walls. They strode leisurely through the hallway until they came to a larger room. The white and silver trimmed walls and ceiling curved in an almost unnatural shape upward, coming to a focus on a massive hanging candelabrum. Yet, the crystals gave off twinkling light from the clear and azure gemstones instead of candles. Below the chandelier were four oversized armchairs with soft tan cushions, the chairs curving fantastically. A fireplace crackled before the chairs, and an intricately woven rug, with the same curving designs of black and white, silvers and blues. It spread out under an elegant low table fashioned from a gnarly stump topped with clear crystal. Paintings decorated the walls, and plants in large clay pots brought vibrant greens and colors to the chamber. A massive curving blackwood shelf was full of scrolls and tomes on one side of the room with a ladder attached.

Hear-fan plopped down in one of the chairs and waved his son away. “See to its wounds, then return to me with a full report of your time in the Moreas Lân.”

Trije-fan Skaad moved to what looked like another marble wall, but it jutted strangely outward. The wall slid open upon his approach and closed as he and Darkclaw Marah vanished beyond it.

“You will care for their wounds?” Saudett asked, unsure of his intent for the Volkinn.

“Of course, you are my guests. Speaking of wounds.” He stood and strode over to her, his eyes moving across her body, inspecting her. “You are not faring well. Your legs are covered in dried blood.”

Fucks. Hettra, help me. He’s right. There was an ever-present pain in her lower abdomen. But should I trust this man?

“Let me help you, human. I can make the pain disappear.”

Reluctantly, Saudett nodded.

“Scua Gehae,” he whispered, his hand lit with violet and yellow warmth. He placed it gently on her stomach. 

Immediately, the constant throbbing faded away. 

He smiled and promptly returned to his seat.

“Thank you,” she murmured.

“Anything for my honored guests. Sit now, human. We have much to discuss.” He snapped his fingers, and another seemingly hidden door glided open, and two humanoid people strode in carrying trays of tea and a sliced loaf of grainy bread. Slender in their simple beige robes that moved strangely as they walked, as if their knees were slightly ajar. Their facial features were pale, almost with a blue tinge, and were sharp and beautiful. White hair tied back in buns. As one of them smiled at Saudett, she noticed the small, sharp teeth behind her lips. As the servant placed the tray gently on the glass tabletop, Saudett finally saw the wings on the servant’s back. They were tightly wrapped in bonds and chains, making them deformed and stunted. The wings looked similar to Trije-fan Skaad’s, but where his were muscular and well-built, these were feeble and thin.

Hear-fan smiled warmly as he took a crystal teacup that one of the servants had just poured into. Then he blew on it softly and took a small sip. “Ah yes, Grot Lân khing root. Excellent, it truly opens one’s sinuses. It was once very complicated to acquire.”

Saudett hesitated to drink. “And now it is not so difficult?”

“Now that the Grot Lân is mine, along with its people.” He waved at the servants who stood silently near the wall.

“Do you conquer all Lâns you happen across?” she asked, eyeing the cup. It does smell delicious, and the bread is steaming. Fresh from the oven. Skrull’s balls. Am I hungry? Her stomach grumbled.

“Please eat, hum—” He stopped abruptly. “I apologize. How rude of me. I didn’t get your name.”

“Saudett Meridio.”

“Now, my esteemed guest, Lady Saudett.” Hear-fan nodded at the provisions before her as he took a slice of the warm bread and bit into it. “You have nothing to fear. Please eat and drink.”

Reluctantly, Saudett did so. The tea was soothing with a hint of spice—by the Primus. The bread melted in her mouth. She took her time eating and pondering this strange man. He is one of Gaelin’s people, and he is leading this conquest. Gaelin said the Iban’mael was peaceful and worshiped knowledge above all else. After swallowing a second slice of the bread, she finally mumbled, “You didn’t answer my question.”

“Of course, we do not conquer all Lâns. The Grot Lân, for example, surrendered to my rule peacefully. All they must do is deliver the odd tribute of servants and offerings. For the most part, I leave them to their own devices.”

“Under the threat of annihilation?”

He shrugged his four arms nonchalantly.

“What about my home, the Earste Lân?”

“You can blame the sycophantic Wayfarer, Gaelin Yesnala, for that.” Hear-fan Skaad snorted contemptuously. “His presence in the Earste Lân has directly led to the resistance by your people, especially those he’d aided in awakening their inert magical senses.”

“Did you not destroy the Iban’mael’s Lân? What was it called?”

“It was the Hiel Lân.”

Saudett gently let the cup rest on the transparent tabletop, then rubbed at her temples. “There is so much history that’s a mystery between you and these Wayfarers, the Iban’mael. Are you not one yourself?”

“Very astute,” he chuckled, holding up his lower two arms. “Indeed, I am Iban’mael. And I did indeed have my children destroy the Hiel Lân.”

“Why?”

“They sent me here, to this forsaken Lân. I was a Wayfarer. They sent me here knowing there was nothing. For millennia, I wondered about the waters above. There were only the migrating creatures wading in massive hordes across the surface. That and the odd patches of pole-like trees with jagged leaves. But those wandering creatures were my first children, which I claimed unto myself.” He leaned over and touched Saudett’s hand gently, his inverted eyes looking deeply into her own.

An image formed in her mind: thousands of the Daanav hulks moaning and wailing as they walked endlessly through the rippling waters, with starry skies stretching far above. 

By Hettra’s mercy, it is eerily beautiful yet downright terrifying. 

Suddenly, in the vision, Hear-fan Skaad swooped in from above, eyes bulging and mouthwatering. She felt his hunger as he picked one of the hulks off, tearing into it and eating its flesh. Black blood sprayed across him and dripped from his mouth. 

The other hulks continued moaning...wailing...and walking.

Saudett sucked in a breath and found herself seated before the man once again in the comfortable sitting room. A wave of nausea swelled through her.

“I apologize, that was a bit much, but you needed to know. I was stranded here, starving and alone.”

It must have been hell. Saudett poured herself another cup of tea to push down the dizziness. After settling her stomach, she said, “I can’t imagine the agony of spending hundreds of years in hunger and solitude.”

He stared blankly past her for a long moment, then seemed to snap back to the present. “True agony. With all my heart, I vowed vengeance upon my so-called brethren.”

Saudett could not help but empathize with the man. Thousands of years alone. She felt suddenly exhausted. 

As if reading her mind, he said, “Your room is ready. Please retire and get some rest. I will send for you in the morning.” Hear-fan stood, and one of the servants hurried over to them. “See our guest to her quarters.” He turned back to Saudett and held out a hand.

Slowly, she reached out and placed her own in his.

He bent and gently kissed her atop it. “Sweet dreams, my Lady Saudett.”

At that moment, Trije-fan Skaad returned.

The servant offered her arm to Saudett and led her away through one of the nearly hidden doors into an equally beautiful corridor. Not long after entering the hall, they turned at an intersection. After another few minutes, a door slid open on one side of the hallway. The servant guided her into a two-chambered room with the same marbled floors and walls. 

A massive fur rug covered nearly the entirety of the first chamber. It looked to be the skin of an enormous beast. It stretched under an elegant serpentine, carved, four-post wooden bed with transparent azure silk-like curtains. Another fireplace crackled warmly. The smoke looked like it was being sucked into a hole above it. Two of the same oversized cushioned chairs sat before the hearth. 

Saudett strolled to the other chamber, separated by a wall of hanging glass beads and stones. A massive steaming bath dipped into the floor. The room was dim, with warm glowing gems set into the walls. By Hettra’s sagging tits, I desperately need a bath. 

The servant hissed something in a strange language behind her.

Saudett turned to see the woman before yet another hidden door opened into a chamber full of elegant clothing. She joined the servant and inspected the luxurious silk gowns and blouses. Skrull, take me. I don’t even remember the last time I wore a skirt.

The servant hissed something else and then hurried off. 

Saudett could not resist the tempting bath and removed her tattered, soiled clothing. She stepped into the perfectly heated waters. She submerged herself in it, feeling the warmth across every inch of her skin. She surfaced and found a wonderful-smelling soap on a dish beside many scrubbing apparatuses, from a sponge-like rock to a horsehair brush. At least, I pray it’s horsehair... 

She took her time cleaning every Skrull-damned inch of her body. The coarse stone and brush exfoliated and felt incredible against her skin. It had been weeks since she had found time to clean her filthy, sweaty, and blood-covered body. When she came to her bloodstained legs, she rubbed so vigorously it hurt. This is the blood of my baby. My child I will never meet.

“Fucking hells, it’s all my fault. I should have died in your place.” Saudett wept, tears splashing into the water as she continued scrubbing even after the blood was long gone. The skin of her thighs began to redden and peel. She flung the brush away in fury as she crawled to the edge of the bath and lay her head on her arms along the tiled lip. She couldn’t keep her burning eyes open for another minute.
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Chapter Five
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Stormfall

Hata stared in awe at the crystalline keep with a massive spiraling tower looming skyward. Crafted of glittering stone, polished metal, and wood with a grain that gave off a faint humming glow, the fortress floated on a separate island above the larger one below it where the sprawling city resided. Many flying contraptions circled the skies above the keep, like the one that Bryn and Rorik had flown. Hoists of massive chains pulled and clanged, lifting people up and down from the keep to the city. One of the large hoists carried supplies such as oversized caskets of ale or wine, baskets, and food crates. 

The short, stout people of the kingdom were a raucous bunch, always shouting heartily back and forth to one another. Some had stopped to stare at Hata as Rorik and Bryn led her through the city streets. Some called out, and her two guides would laugh and shout back at the caller. The roads were paved in glittering stone slabs. The buildings themselves were usually built around one of the massive crystal-like trees, the trunk jutting out of the center roof of each homestead. Everything around her seemed to have that same magical glow. 

“What do you call this place?” Hata asked as they strode through. “And sorry if this is rude, what are your people called?”

“This is the city of Aerion,” Bryn said with a grin, gesturing with both hands around him. “And we are the Himin-dvergar.”

“It is beautiful,” Hata answered in awe. “Your people, the Himin-dvergar, are remarkable to have built all this.”

“Aye, it is indeed,” Rorik answered. “Let’s hope we can keep it that way. If what you tell us of these Children of Skaad is accurate, they have never before sent such a force against us. Pray to Luminar that we will be ready.”

Hata’s chest tightened anxiously. I brought the Children here and have now put more lives at risk. Teras protect them.

Finally, they stepped onto one of the lifts and ascended to the Queen’s palace. 

“Welcome to the Keep of Crystalia,” Bryn said, his broad chest puffed up with pride.

A semi-circular flat area lay before a massive portcullis, walls of stone, and majestically crafted metal designs stretched impossibly high above them. Crystal veins snaked through the surface of the walls, and huge ballistae could be seen peaking over the walls at every angle. The platforms that lifted people to and from the keep housed metal beams and pullies connected with rumbling apparatuses. The strange creations had red and blue crystals jutting out from the sides, flashing with light as glowing steam puffed out of the ends of the contraptions. 

It looks like a bigger version of the one in their flying cart. Hata nodded toward the noisy device and asked curiously, “What are these things?” 

“The crystal engines?” Bryn lifted a brow. “You don’t have these things where you come from?”

“Nothing like it.”

“By the bright beard. Let me tell you a little about them, as it is my specialty.” Bryn laughed and grinned enthusiastically as he proceeded under the massive portcullis. “The crystals of our islands are a potent fuel, or magic as you called that earth-moving ability of yours. We have studied it for a long time and have only begun utilizing it in the last few decades. The crystals are connected to the machines we have built with gears, cylinders, pistons, rotor hubs, crystal injectors, radiators, and—”
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