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INTRODUCTION 

[image: ]




[An old priest, RADIANT FATHER ANSFIRD, shuffles into the classroom and up to the speaking dais. The students sit at their desks obediently with their pads and chalk before them.]

“We will dispense with the morning prayer since none of you are real. We shall also forego the Benediction to the Lady since one: She is a lie. Two: the Benediction is a thousand words, from ‘Hark’ to ‘Amen,’ and three: this Introduction is only five hundred words, and we’re now sitting at...eighty-four....eighty-five...eighty-six....”

[The children glance at each other, perplexed. Father Ansfird smoothes his dark hair with trembling hands and adjusts the front of his dark priest’s vestments.]

[The children murmur amongst themselves.]

[Outside the classroom, wild mountain birds warble and chirp. Fine motes of dust dance in the shafts of light that stream in through the-]

“No. No! Enough of that!”

[Father Ansfird slams his palm onto the dais.]

“Do you think I don’t know what you’re doing? Slathering that flowery, saccharine exposition all over the text? Burning up my word count! I know very well that my five hundred words include everything in those parentheses, so I’ll thank you for limiting your nonsense to only the description of action. Am I understood?”

[...Yes.]

“Where was I? Ah. Book ten. I will tell you, imaginary children, what my real self taught your real selves every day. It is a lesson that transcends time and space, as well as medium. Whether you are listening to a handsome and incredibly talented voiceover artist performing these words, or you are reading them on a little device in your hand, the lesson must endure. Long after the device is put away or the recording ends.”

[Father Ansfird approaches a stained glass window and gazes at it.]

“That’s better.”

[Thank you.]

“You’re welcome. Behold this image, children. It is The Blessed Lady of Light. Protector of The Lost. Healer and Hearthmaker. Mother and Martyr. None but a few knew her true name or from whence she came. She steps into history at the end of the First Crystal War, thousands of years ago, with her faithful protector and lover, Kokoteh, at her side. This here is The Lady in her warrior queen aspect. She banishes the darkness with the righteous fire of her fury, amplified and projected by the brilliant Blade of Radiance. Do you see these daemons? The Lady of Light and Kokoteh banish them, then close the rift gates, seemingly forever. All the world celebrates. Humans, our former masters, the Elves, and the Dwarves, and the Halflings, and even the poor Gnomes who have since vanished into myth.”

[Ansfird turns from the window and looks over the heads of the children. Directly into your eyes.]

“The first Crystal War. There have been many since. So I ask you, dear reader. Or listener. 

“What price would you pay for peace? For freedom? What, then, would be a step too far? Where do you draw the line? Think upon this. Farewell.”

———

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


THE OLD LORD AND THE NEW
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Ten-year-old Bryan scratched at the flea bites on his legs.

“My father was Marshal of the Realm.” A blonde-haired boy beside him said softly. He was older than Bryan, with the soft wispy hairs of a patchy mustache on his upper lip. 

Together, the boys watched a somber procession lower a wooden casket into the ground. Rain clouds gathered overhead, and a distant crack of thunder made Bryan jump. 
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