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Author’s Note


This book is a work of fiction. While it explores themes like magic and other forces, these elements are used solely as narrative devices to examine aspects of the human condition—such as fear, desire, power, identity, and belief.


                                                                                                    


The story does not endorse or promote any occult practices, spiritual belief systems, or esoteric doctrines. Any resemblance to real-world ideologies or systems of belief is purely metaphorical and unintentional. Readers are encouraged to approach this tale as an imaginative exploration of morality, emotion, and choice—through the lens of fantasy.


Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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Pronunciation Guide






Character Names:


1. Aghor – AH-gor


2.Balfour – BAL-for or BAL-fur


3.Brüg – BROOG


4.Caelithor – KAY-lih-thor


5.Connerh Manthil – CON-ner MAN-thil


6.Curzon – KUR-zon


7.Darros – DAIR-ohs


8.Egress – EE-gress or EH-gress


9.Elarion – eh-LAIR-ee-on


10.Elisceryn - Eh-lis-ser-in


11.Farrah - Fair-Uh


12.Glendrake – GLEN-drayk


13.Gregor – GREG-or


14.Hammul – HAM-ul


15.Hargatha – HAR-gah-thah


16.Illithor - Ill-uh-thor


17.Io - Eye-Oh


18.Ioelena (Lena) – eye-oh-LEH-nah (LEH-nah)


19.Joriah – jor-EYE-ah


20.Madika – mah-DEE-kah


21.Niko Hargrave – NEE-koh HAR-grayv


22.Oleander – OH-lee-an-der


23.Reh'gara – RAY-gah-rah or REH-gah-rah


24.Sevryn – SEV-rin


25.Thaetra – THAY-trah


26.Toke – TOHK


27.Torinir - Tore-uh-near


28.Vidar – VEE-dar or VY-dar


29.Yuri – YOO-ree


Location Names:


1.Aelthoria – ay-el-THOR-ee-ah


2.Cyraxis – sigh-RAK-sis or seh-RAK-sis


3.Hildeheim – HIL-duh-hyme or HIL-deh-hyme


4.Khazmyr – KAZ-meer


5.Mount Sankari – mount san-KAR-ee


6.Nyradhal – Near-rah-dahl


7.Stallhearth – STALL-harth or STALL-hurth


8.Tu'Chauri – too-CHOW-ree or too-KHOW-ree


9.Uridar – OOR-ee-dar
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Part One













CHAPTER ONE


A Beautiful Violent Array of Nothingness






LENA APPROACHED THE edge of the world…


The secluded balcony off the throne room was her sanctuary. In the absence of courtiers, amidst the hushed silence of polished floors, she found solace in solitary reflection. Unlike the bustling view from her chambers, this panorama offered the uninterrupted expanse of the North Sea – no scurrying servants, no ornate temples, no clamorous city squares. 


Instead, just a beautiful, violent array of nothingness. 


The massive churning waves crashed into the tall, natural rock structures protruding from the sea, instantly erupting into mist and foam. Their debris gently returned to the ocean, re-joining the repeating patterns that stretched far beyond the horizon. And yet from her perspective, high up on the balcony's edge, the chaos moved in delicate, slow motion, like a rhythmic dance. She always wondered what lay just beyond.


She removed the crown perched atop her head before setting it down on the cold marble railing. The polished stone was worn and scuffed there. Her hand lagged behind her as she walked, drifting from her crown to drag along the cold, smooth slab. She released the cloak where it was attached to her gown via clasps on each shoulder. Her gloves were then pulled away from her fingers with a furious intensity and tossed to a watery demise as a blood-curdling scream escaped her lungs. She braced her tongue against her teeth…but it didn't matter. The silent tears burned with a pulsating intensity. She didn’t try to stop them. The acidic liquid demanded its liberation after being held at bay for so long. She pursed her lips, blowing air through them as her cheeks ballooned. The tears weren't releasing her internal pressure fast enough, making it difficult to breathe. She felt herself reach for sanity as it tore itself from her grasp. She tried to hold on to it, to convince it to stay, but she could not. Her legs gave out. She crumpled to the floor, emitting a nonsensical bleat from her diaphragm. Her chest pulsed angrily with each breath. Her lungs forgot their process, causing her gasps for air to gracefully suffocate her. Still, it was not enough to satiate.


A low-pitched cry broke through, back-feeding air into her lungs and making her sound human once more. She’d lost the will to move, despite her awkward and uncomfortable pose, eventually curling her torso over her knees to form a tight ball. There was a noise in the distance, but she couldn’t find the will to investigate, to break the loop of shaking her head back and forth, to stop mumbling in a tone phasing in and out of comprehensibility while weeping with a tempered cry. The only answers she could rationalise to her internal questions were too devastating to process. The realised feelings of isolation and betrayal had become overwhelming. She opened her eyes, her gaze fixed upon the railing. It wasn’t so far. 


Yet the balcony's edge, while a convenient escape, seemed insurmountable.


Eventually, her anger won out, drying the tears. She sat up and began fiddling with her fingers in her lap. She thought about what to do next while practising pairing each deep breath with a controlled exhale. The pitter-patter of hurried bare feet echoed before a tight embrace jostled her forward. A pair of arms and hands wrapped around her, causing an anguished smile to twist across her face. Farrah collapsed next to Lena, her hands rapidly moving over her eyes and cheeks, futilely wiping away tears only for them to be replaced anew. Lena grabbed Farrah’s hands and brought them down to rest in her lap, knowing it was a losing battle. They stared quietly into one another's eyes for a moment, exchanging an unspoken dialogue with furrowed brows. Farrah nodded continually as she herself began to loosen her grip, giving Lena the unrequired permission to let go.


They sat there, quietly comforting each other until the morning hours.













CHAPTER TWO


Little Bird






EARLIER THAT DAY…


The queen's chalice never had the chance to run dry. Farrah, the Queen's Handmaiden, stood nearby, clinging to the edge of shadow and holding a freshly filled amphora of wine. For most of the evening, she’d pretended not to listen, offering empty glances to random, uninhabited corners of the room and occasionally staring at the floor as if it held the secrets to eternal life. A random thought would quickly distract her before a key word or phrase drew her back into the conversation. All was going well until she heard his name: Connerh. Like paper left too long in warm water, slowly rotating in place, her pitiful façade disintegrated. 


Her professional etiquette abandoned her. 


She stood there, awkwardly staring back and forth between the queen and her aunt, Hargatha, her mouth open. Her discreet intrusion was noticed but casually ignored. Farrah was more to the queen than a mere servant. She not only held a special position but was also, by all accounts, the queen's companion and loyal friend, separate only in station and lineage. Her eyes followed Ioelena—affectionately called Lena by those close to her—as she slowly approached the large, ornate glass window framed in heavy wood.  Lena’s eyes were heavy, her cheeks limp. She hadn’t made a sound, but her expression was louder than the roaring fireplace in the background. Farrah wished to break decorum and run to her, but her feet felt cemented to the floor. The self-imposed restraint was anguishing.


The evening sun struggled to maintain its hold over the horizon. A faint, orange glaze was cast through the windows of Lena’s personal chambers, illuminating her raven-coloured hair and rich, olive skin tone in the dying light. The crackle and hiss of the fireplace, though subtle, provided an audible distraction from the awkward silence. Hargatha lay casually across a long crimson chaise lounge, her even longer body still reaching beyond the beginning and end of it. Her eyes carefully analysed Lena’s body language, no longer able to read her facial expressions directly. Lena gazed intently at her own reflection, circling the rim of her chalice with a finger. The small lights at street level danced about like fireflies in the night’s sky, moving ever so slowly in the late hour, unaware of her royal observance from her ivory tower. 


Her gaze broke free, having had no success in finding clarity. 


She turned to the velvet liquid contained by her cup, where her reflection still lay in wait. It looked foreign. The hairs on her neck stood on end. Her focus snapped, locking eyes with Hargatha. The exceptionally large centrepiece of the woman still lay, devoid of expression, save for the twitching muscles in the top innermost portion of her cheek. Her chiselled features were framed by hair as white as the rising moon, contrasting her piercing, pale-blue eyes under naturally arched brows. Her jaw shifted beneath porcelain skin.


“Could it really be true, Gatty?” Lena uttered quietly, unwilling and unbelieving. While she was an intimidating figure to most, she would always be simply ‘Aunt Gatty’ to her beloved niece. And until she passed on, she would expect to be called nothing less.


Please be a joke… she thought while silently mouthing the words.


Her brow began to sink, realising how preposterous her proposition appeared. Hargatha was not known for her sense of humour, nor would she have brought the information to her had it not been confirmed at least three times over. Still, it felt unbelievable, if not entirely impossible. Lena had spent ten agonising years convincing herself of a lie that she thought she’d accepted, only to now realise how desperately she needed it to be true. The weight of the resulting questions, were it not, would be…unbearable. The scab had been ripped from a forgotten wound. Fresh blood now bubbled up to the surface, making it new again. Her breathing hastened; her heart sped up its rhythm.


Hargatha nodded, carefully and deliberately acknowledging her worst fears. The confirmation was a stinging blow, adding salt to the refurbished sore. Lena’s face crumpled against her will. There was a brief pause as she gazed into memories, long forced from her mind, that now rushed back with an overwhelming intensity. She was thrust into an emotional loop of anger, happiness, and sadness, then back again. She conjured her self-proclaimed closure, the happy thoughts that had sustained her over the better part of a decade, but the feeling of betrayal was sharply overwhelming. The memories stole her breath. Her faith in him to stay alive under any circumstances denied every possibility that this was a fluke, or some…accident. A red-hot pool of tears welled in her eyes. She felt the urge to vomit, and she tried locking her jaw to regain control of her thoughts. The acid in her stomach churned. Her expression deformed into anger as tears liberated themselves to run freely down her face. They left a trail which the subsequent could easily follow, yet they seemed to flow with such ferocity that they forged new tracks with abandon. She uttered no sound, but her body began to convulse, steadily increasing in rhythm and intensity.


Hargatha, overwhelmed with pity, stood quickly, discarded her drink on a side table, and pulled Ioelena into a firm embrace just as her body went limp. She looked down, caressing her face and hair before finally resting her head upon her upper abdomen. 


“Oh, child.” Hargatha’s voice cracked as they embraced. The embrace was lasting. Wiping Lena’s face, Hargatha eventually fussed, “Gather yourself. Do not let this control you. You’re stronger than this.”


She had grown tired of being strong. Her façade was thoroughly saturated. It wouldn’t be long now.


“Say it, and I will see it done,” Hargatha added with eager sharpness, her own dark wishes filling the inflection of her tone. Her grooming of Lena – the wiping, flattening, and straightening – grew more forceful by the minute.


A steeled reserve washed over Lena. Her spine stretched and straightened. She gently pushed away.


“I will see him for myself,” she commanded. Hargatha’s brow raised. Her hands lingered in mid-air, tracing the ghostly outline of where Lena had previously stood.


“Dead…or alive?” she insisted. Her eyes flashed upwards, examining Lena’s face.


“Alive!” Her words shot out like a reflex, incensed by the absurdity of the question. She folded her arms, pulling tight the furs draped over her shoulders. No matter how angry she felt, killing him seemed an inappropriate response. Sure, she’d joked about this day, about how she would kill him if he ever reappeared after burying him. But now…they were just words. They were nonsensical sounds that didn’t make sense. 


Weren’t they? 


She struggled to maintain eye contact with Hargatha. Surely there were reasons for him to still be alive. Surely, he wouldn’t have abandoned her without good reason, should it be true. Her logical mind put up a valiant fight, to the point that acceptance began to feel…achievable. 


“We don’t know what happened yet; how could you jump to such conclusions? No…just, no. Alive. Obviously,” she argued.


“As you wish, little bird,” Hargatha’s accent added a forced, endearing inflection to her words, though she was far from agreeable on the matter. It was resignation. It was not the response she preferred, far from desired, but she’d already had her time to argue her philosophy regarding the man, and it’d had little effect. It hadn’t worked up until now, and it certainly had no basis for working going forward. But it was worth a shot. She looked up at Farrah with a scoured expression. Her sniffling was not as quiet as she perhaps thought it was. Farrah startled at the giant’s gaze, stepping backwards into shadow, hands clasped over her mouth while still sobbing profusely.


“Where’s Bjorn? Does he know?” Lena eventually asked, wiping her running nose and turning to face Hargatha with anticipation.


“Still on his quest to find your mother’s killer. He’s sent us his usual check-in, received just this morning. I hadn’t crossed paths with you yet to tell you, until now. He reports that he’s well, but nothing more. This is his pattern. We should get a more detailed update in the coming days,” she replied, then added, “and it’s doubtful that he knows anything of this, as you’re the only person I’ve shared it with.”


“And it should stay that way for now. Tell only who you absolutely must,” Lena instructed; Hargatha acknowledged her command. Then, second-guessing herself, Lena quietly remarked, “Though he should be here…and I there.” 


She drifted to the window, returning her gaze to the city below.


“There’s no crime in dreaming…” Hargatha sharply quipped. She moved closer, resting her hands upon Lena’s shoulders.


“Your place is here. Bjorn…” She paused at the thought of him.


“Bjorn has yet to find his place in the world.” Hargatha tilted her head to gauge Lena’s expression.


“Let him have this. Perhaps he will find a small bit of purpose along the way. Besides, you don’t need the distraction – not now, this is bad enough. I would see it handled and out of your view, if you would let me. You need to remain focused…as focused as you’ve ever been,” Hargatha pressed, leaning in.


“I will not let you, and I know. I know,” Lena fussed, changing gears. She snapped out of her mental fog for long enough to realise Farrah had been crying, and she walked over to physically console her. Hargatha followed her with her eye, barely rotating her body. Lena held Farrah’s head to her chest and rocked her back and forth. She pondered a minute before looking up at Gatty.


“You’re right. Let him have it. Do your best to keep it from him, for as long as you can. He’ll march right back here and stir up trouble. I can’t deal with that right now,” Lena conceded. 


Hargatha nodded in her small victory.


“Tell me, what is your plan to secure Connerh’s passage here?” Lena asked.













CHAPTER THREE


Neither Here nor There






CONNERH'S GAZE WANDERED over the horizon’s edge. The faint auburn glow of hand-held torches sauntered in the distance, their patterns fringing on familiar. He mumbled to himself while stalking their movements, staring through shoddy glasses that barely clung to the bridge of his nose. He steadied his sword across his lap as he leaned over to make notes in a small leather-bound journal, taking care not to knock over the fragile glass inkwell. He set the quill down and removed his glasses, placing them on the stump next to him before retrieving the whetstone he'd previously held.


Connerh's right hand moved in a gentle downstroke. The whetstone met his blade, producing a low, raspy, metallic scrape that melded with the calming ambience of the evening. The soft crackle of burning firewood battled against the rising wind, composing the perfect setting for his mind to wander. Countless nights like this one had come before, each bearing the same breeze, temperature, and scent of the air – a blend of grass, charred hay, and wood. The locations and company might have varied, but the essence remained: Connerh, seated before a fire on a cool night, methodically honing his blade, forever poised for what lay ahead.


As his gaze lingered on the dancing flame, his expression and presence in the moment faded with each stroke. His eyes began to glaze over as he mentally retreated to the other place – the place that had become a sanctuary for him over the years. It was a dark and familiar realm, free from the burdens imposed upon him by the world. Here, time slowed, his surroundings dimmed, and he could reflect on the past, present, and future…or nothing at all. Memories played out before him like apparitions, performing in vivid detail. Though he could not pinpoint when it began, this potent dream state was a fourth-dimensional experience. Sometimes he relived moments that had already transpired, and on rare occasions, he witnessed blurred events that would eventually come to pass. He was a mere observer in these dreams, lacking any control over what he saw; at times, the visions were so intense they caused him to physically perspire or shed tears.


With a deep exhale, Connerh's breathing and movements slowed. 


Rose observed his drifting from the nearby doorway of their home, standing a mere five metres away. Her curly brown hair jostled in the breeze as she sipped from a steaming cup of tea, her piercing hazel eyes reflecting a portion of the fire's flickering light. She wrestled with the idea of going out to him but waited for his subtle cues. Connerh could be a temporary isolationist at best; a practitioner of over-analysing and brooding at the least. As it stood, he seemed satisfied in his solitude. In the early years, Rose had been horrified upon first finding him in this state, mistaking him for dead. When he drifted, his pulse and breath became barely detectable, his skin grew pale, and his body temperature dropped. Still, he always returned to her, usually with a better countenance than before. She didn't understand it fully – and for that matter, neither did he – but they had both grown to accept it.


The best she could do was support him when he came to. As much as she disliked the condition and the toll it took on him, the dreams tended to benefit them, albeit at a cost. They often helped them elude danger, which was a welcome side effect in this day and age. As a superstitious woman, Rose could find meaning in even the most mundane of things, and this was far from mundane. Ultimately, his well-being was her priority.


She felt she owed him at least that much.


Rose was kind and motherly in nature to those she cared for, then fiery and direct with those unfortunate enough to encounter her bad side, which included Connerh at times. She was a balance of beauty and grace, though she paid little mind to appearances, often wearing close to no makeup. Her eyes were what most people noticed first, and it would come as no surprise that green was her favourite colour; she frequently adorned herself in clothing primarily of that hue. Her beauty was of the natural variety: crafted yet delicate, defined by full cheekbones, naturally arched eyebrows, a button nose, and soft, inviting lips – Connerh's favourite feature, next to her hair. She did not believe in abstaining from good food, but she was far from a portly woman, being short in stature but curvy where it mattered.


As the sun methodically sank into its evening nook, it cast an orange hue on everything its light touched, extending rays across the landscape as far as the topography allowed. The wind noticeably cooled, carrying a chilled undertone that signalled the impending arrival of Hildeheim's unrelenting winter. The days would be brief, and the nights would lengthen unendingly the further north one travelled, with snow blanketing everything in sight.


Connerh preferred this time of year, but Rose, not being native to this land, hadn't quite adapted to its extreme seasons. Accustomed to warmth, humidity, and copious amounts of rain her entire life, she had essentially exchanged a paradise-like, tropical climate for wherever the winds took them. They were currently settled in the western province of Hildeheim, Connerh’s native country, yet winter's first snowfall remained a spectacle to behold and a highlight of the year for her. Ultimately, her whereabouts mattered little if she was with Connerh. Their nomadic lifestyle took them to the ends of the world, but they always returned to Hildeheim for a time. After all, its inhospitable nature to outsiders made it the perfect retreat from those seeking to locate them.


Connerh's exploits, both past and present, made them easy targets for savoury and unsavoury kinds alike, each desiring to collect him. He preferred anonymity, perhaps even death, to ever again being an owned man.


After roughly one hour, he slowly transitioned from the places within his mind to the present moment. He looked around, slightly dazed, taking stock of his surroundings. His colour returned, and a light steam emanated from his skin as blood fuelled warmth. He looked disturbed. Rose began to gather her things to go to him, as her cue had arrived.


Connerh sighed loudly before setting down the whetstone in favour of lifting his chalice. Peering down into his near-empty silver cup, its golden rim glinting, he watched the semi-translucent pool of velvet wine as it rocked back and forth, briefly revealing glimmers of metal. He ignored the eyes staring back at him from the reflection. They were always watching him from seemingly nondescript locations, apparently unaware of his own noticing. 


Connerh poorly convinced himself that he was losing his grip on reality – that the eyes were, in fact, his own. He forced himself to reject the gaze of the stranger as being anything other than a fractured reflection of himself, regardless of his conviction that it blinked independently of him. He shook his head, consumed what remained in his cup, and promptly discarded it on the ground. It was easier not to think about it. His dream state was overwhelming on its own, and he was running out of excuses for that which he could not explain.


As if the universe wished to offer him relief, motion in the distance triggered Connerh's peripheral vision, clearing his thoughts and snapping him into a defensive posture. His hand gripped the hilt of his sword tightly. Suddenly, a large wolf with a reddish hue to its fur calmly walked out from the tall grass and sat on its hind legs. It stared at him, not in a predatory or stalking way but with peaceful, observatory intent. The creature's tail dusted the ground repeatedly, and its ears pivoted in place from left to right and back again, as did its head occasionally. It was as if it was trying to work out what exactly Connerh was doing there. Connerh's guard lowered with a sigh, and he removed his grip from the blade. It was an appropriate response; they were, after all, acquainted.


There was a calming energy about the beast. It always seemed to want something, but Connerh could never figure out exactly what it was. It had no interest in food, going so far as to walk away from a perfectly well-roasted chicken leg Connerh threw at it on one occasion, which notably marked the last time he offered it food. It just watched and patiently expected…something. The creature was always alert and inquiring, as if it were waiting for Connerh to give it a command. Out of all the things he had shouted at the beast (profanity-laden remarks aside), an actual, wilful command was oddly never among them. In his semi-lucid state, he pondered going over and trying to touch it. It was something he'd never done before, as it seemed ridiculously absurd to touch such a foreboding monster.


He'd imagined how he would fight a beast of this size, should the need arise. Having worked out the imaginary confrontation, he was confident he could kill it, though undoubtedly not without sustaining serious injury. Fortunately, the creature had never shown a violent will – not that Connerh was in any rush to test his strategies. 


Connerh thought for a second, then raised his hand towards the creature in a beckoning motion. The wolf stood but delayed, as if pondering the invitation. It began to walk towards him, albeit slowly and cautiously, before suddenly freezing dead in its tracks.


A growing warmth heated Connerh's backside, causing the hairs on his neck to stand. A familiar scent, a mix of vanilla, pomegranate, and a hint of jasmine, engulfed his nostrils. Rose's arm slid down his neck and around his chest as a smile creased his cheek. Her curls tickled his nose as he looked up at her, their lips embracing for an audible peck. He closed his eyes briefly as his tension began to dissipate, and his shoulders dropped when she caressed his face. Connerh raised his hand to embrace her arm just as it slid away. She retrieved the chalice he'd discarded, wiping it clean with her apron and promptly refilling it with the amphora she was holding.


"You looked bothered, and I thought to relieve you," her heavily accented voice offered. 


Connerh turned his attention to the wolf, just in time to see the last quarter of its tail retreating into the tall grass.


'Perhaps another time,' he thought.


Rose gently rested her hand on his shoulder as she returned his chalice to his hand.


"Has the night brought you good news?" she asked, seeking to satisfy her own anxious curiosity. 


They seldom discussed the content of his visions these days. They’d grown dark and grim, and their details kept her up at night not only due to their subject matter but also because they were sometimes nonsensical. Trying to assign meaning or a timeline to nonsensical things drove a person like her mental. Connerh rarely slept much and willingly accepted the burden alone. He would do his best to answer her questions in generic terms, protecting her peace of mind while still involving her in potentially life-altering decisions. The arrangement was not perfect, typically leaving her curiosity unsatiated, but it worked for them.


"Tonight was the same as it has been, but at the same time different, ever so slightly. But not enough to matter," his expression returned to frustration and disappointment. She kneeled to lock eyes with him.


"Is there anything I can do?" she inquired calmly. He shook his head, not wanting to speak further on it, gripping his chalice and pouring the wine down his throat as fast as gravity would allow. Rose took hold of his chalice hand and refilled the cup once more, all the while studying his face. Concern washed over her as she again attempted to lock eyes with him.


"Do you think it's avoidable? Or does it feel set in stone?" she pressed in a low tone. Her eyes attempted to dive into his mind as her personal desire for reassurance bled through, but he wouldn't look at her. She knew something was wrong. Her heart beat a little faster, but she tried her best not to grow flustered; he would shut down if she panicked. 


He shook his head once more, looking down into his cup but hesitating to drink. He cleared his throat loudly. The acid in his stomach had shot up into his throat from drinking too fast, causing it to burn. The discomfort was momentarily unbearable. 


Connerh cleared his throat again, loudly, which she took to mean he was holding back his emotions. She was not entirely wrong. She kept touching and rubbing him in an attempt to draw his attention, but it all became too much, like a bag being pulled tight over his head. He quickly stood and put some small distance between them, staring off into the night. It was easily the worst reaction she could have hoped for, and her internal panic heightened.


"Connerh…" Her soft voice broke the silence as she stood calmly. He acknowledged her but refused to turn and face her. Then, barely uttering the words, such that they almost came out as a whisper, she asked, "Is it…is it about me?" 


He lowered his head but said nothing. She fought an expression which sought to prune her face. The desire for answers – and her frustration with his avoidance – aided her in winning the battle. She quickly set the amphora on the ground and ran to him, grabbing him by the arm once more, much to his ire. He looked at the hand that clutched him and then to her, indicating that he wished to be released. A coldness had overtaken him; he had seemingly put the darkness out of his mind already, for the moment anyway. His cold way was off-putting to her, and her head lurched back as she observed the soldier take control. It was an undesirable version of him. 


As far as he was concerned, he had no choice other than to end the conversation; he'd already crossed a line he shouldn't have. Even with the little she knew compared to the towering mountain she had yet to comprehend, she still knew too much. Any further details would only be cruel.


"You don't get to do that," she scolded him. 


He'd already promised himself that he would not argue with her – a decision that would only serve to inflame her further. He looked at the ground as he collected his thoughts. His face softened, and he realised he couldn't blame her. He reached out and pulled her into an embrace.


"Don't think on it. I just need to work it out, that's all," he tried to reassure her. The effect of his efforts was like pouring a glass of water on a forest fire, but she appreciated his attempt.


She went to speak, but he stopped her.


"There's time, don't worry," he continued.


"Should we break camp? Are we safe here? Is it time to relocate?" 


Her mind hadn't slowed an inch – and then there was that subject. It was a sore one for Connerh. He had grown tired of relocating; he longed for the day they would no longer need to look over their shoulders, constantly running from prying eyes that sought to find them. They were both weary from the chase. It had been ten long years, and a part of him wished she would just leave and take the boy to start a new life elsewhere, in some place where his mere presence would not attract unwanted attention. They both knew that she and the boy deserved a better life. However, Connerh's own difficult childhood prevented him from forcing her away or abandoning the child. It was a course of action he could never rationalise. The last thing the world needed was another version of him roaming the land: a bastard with anger in his heart and a weapon in his hand. He seldom let his emotions, particularly fear, dictate his actions, but at present, nothing pushed him forward more than the fear of being unable to protect those dear to him. It seemed that their adversaries were closing in more swiftly than before, and each day that passed only brought the enemy nearer.


Perhaps running was not the answer, he thought.


"No," he replied finally, with firmness. 


She looked up at him, confused about which question he was responding to. 


He grabbed her hand and made full eye contact with her as he stated, "We're not running anymore." He paused, still processing the words as they came out of his mouth. Her excitement and confusion toppled over each other before he continued, motioning to their modest hut, "We don't have to stay here, but surely we can do better than this. Let’s find a plot in the north, close to Nyradhal. We’ll build something larger. We’ll keep animals…perhaps start a farm. Give a normal life a try?”


Her eyes widened as she tried to ascertain whether he was being serious. Rose had dreamt of this moment for years but had long put it out of her mind. She'd become accustomed to finding contentment in being a nomad.


"But what about—" she started. He shook his head.


"Whatever comes, comes. I have kin there, and they will offer aid, should I ask it," he interjected. His energy level increased as his mind raced with the potential of his plan. What he needed was time. He also needed additional eyes to watch over Rose and the boy while he dealt with the enemy, but she didn't need to know that. What she needed was a distraction. 


She squeezed him tightly and buried her head into his chest. Rose was optimistic, ecstatic, and anxious. The idea of having a home – a place to return to, that did not change every few months – was exciting. At the same time, the fear of the unknown, should they be found, worried her. His confidence in the matter was reassuring and silenced the panic within her…at least for the moment. Still, she resisted the urge to give in to emotion. She wanted to believe, but it felt too good to be true. Could they deserve such a thing? She turned her head for air, still resting on him. 


He ran his hand through her hair. Her response was not what he had counted on, and the lack of excitement upset him a little, in truth. He lifted her chin to look at him. There was both hope and despair in her eyes. They stood quietly, an unspoken dialogue going on. Neither of them wished to utter words that might spoil the moment; that would be an unfortunate thing. Connerh knew what she was thinking by her facial expression and body language, and she him. His calm, confident, and reserved smile confirmed to her that his mind and heart were at least in a good place, and that was good enough for her. It would have to be.


Rose nodded her head repeatedly.


"We'll go," she agreed, smiling and giggling as he suddenly squeezed her and kissed her neck in celebration.


"Aeryk will want dogs…and a cave to explore. And his own room. With a door, preferably. I'm tired of having to bite my tongue in the twilight hours, good sir," she continued.


Connerh paused for a moment, then let out a loud laugh.


"Perhaps we start with just one dog, and there’s no shortage of caves in Hildeheim. I may know a few experts… And there will be so many doors, you can scream as loud as your lungs will allow," he chuckled. She flared her eyebrows seductively as he held her from behind, facing the fire. Though some trepidation remained, her trust in him far outweighed the fear.


The fire in front of them crackled and snapped loudly as it consumed the wood in its belly. It offered a new focal point for both Connerh and Rose, and they gazed into the churning flame together, each one lost in their own thoughts, each one enraptured in a separate element. For Connerh, it was the ember. It destroyed even when the fire was extinguished. Memories of the past gave chase more ferociously than the soldiers he observed on the horizon. In order to free them from their tether, he would have to delve into his old ways. The familiar mantle of death and devastation was weightless for him, one he wielded with cold, careless precision. 


That was, of course, before Rose and Aeryk entered the picture. It had been easier when he’d had nothing to lose, but now he had everything. For Rose, it was the ash. It clung to everything. The thought of having a normal life again was all-consuming, though some would debate that her past life was anything but normal. Despite having forged countless, priceless memories together over the past ten years, the thought of being able to settle down was priceless. It felt like she could stop running from her past, and finally, her life with Connerh would be allowed to begin. She never talked much about her life before Connerh, partly out of shame and partly out of not knowing how he would react. It helped matters that he never asked; she would hate very much to lie to him.


She, too, had a past, but unlike Connerh's, hers was shrouded in darkness, waiting for the most inopportune time to strike. It always lingered in the back of her mind. A sense of impending doom haunted her, likely the cause of her constant anxiety. Rose looked up at him, caressing his face once more as the guilt soured her stomach. She excused herself on the premise of needing to check on their dinner, but she already felt the vomit rising in her throat. She required privacy to expel her contrition. 


He released her with a kiss and without complaint, as he, too, wished to consult his demons alone. Connerh maintained a smile until the door closed behind her. His shoulders raised, and his chest tightened as a dark spirit resumed within him. 


He had thinking to do.


He lifted his arm and then extended it, his hand semi-cupped. His eyes slowly drifted closed. A spear made of gold and blackwood floated effortlessly towards him, rotating eerily in place. His eyes opened, observing it for a moment before it suddenly snapped into his grip. He expelled the air in his lungs loudly. 


His breathing slowed.


His skin grew pale.


His temperature lowered.













CHAPTER FOUR


A Familiar Stranger






SOFT GOLDEN SHAFTS of light pierced the shadow of the lush green canopy. A sea of fireflies painted the space between the leaves and the ground, offering their temporary light in an inaudible, asynchronous symphony. They appeared as stars drifting towards the ground, captured in a vast, invisible web. The wind carried the low echo of a melodic chorus throughout the forest. The sound bounced from tree to tree, making its origin impossible to detect while surrounding one from all directions. The forest's song was pleasantly encompassing, bringing comfort and tranquillity to all who chose to listen.


"They offer their thanks for sanctuary here and bid their farewell until the leaves fall and warmth returns." Elarion's deep voice resonated throughout the space.


"Absolutely breathtaking, Elarion. We have them in our forests, too, but never like this. They're considered pests where I come from," Curzon, his human guest, replied in awe. He almost seemed to take pride in his misinformed arrogance.


"They are noble and loyal creatures," Elarion passively corrected him.


"Everything here is heaven-sent. Hell, even the water smells good. I see why your people fight to protect its secrets. Just think of what we could do…one day…cohabiting in this place," the man continued, leaning over the balcony and ingesting the majesty the Wood Elves called home. He smiled as his eyes glazed over, inebriated by his own imagination. 


To outsiders, it was called the Westwood; to the elves, it was just the Forest. Their home towered high above the forest floor, forming a magnificent tapestry woven amidst the branches of ancient trees. From small homes to massive structures, all intricately crafted from living wood and adorned with delicate carvings, they seemed to grow seamlessly from the trunks and limbs, as if an extension of the very trees that cradled them. The structures were connected by slender and gracefully arched bridges, forming a sprawling network among the treetops.


"The forest is far from a secret; many have known of and visited its splendour for as long as the elves have dwelled within its borders. We welcome all to enjoy the beauty it has to offer. We protect not secrets but the forest itself from those who seek to corrupt it. You would do well to remember that in your discussions with King Galathir," Elarion replied plainly, his posture stiffening. 


Curzon turned to look at him, attempting to understand his meaning and change in demeanour. Elarion's stoic nature often made him hard to read. He meant nothing of ill will by the statement; it was purely factual, meant as helpful advice. The man smiled and reached up to pat Elarion on the shoulder.


"You're right. Thank you, my friend," he replied. Elarion nodded, pleased to have provided him with much-needed clarification.


Elarion was a tall male with chiselled features and a strong jaw, looking no older than forty years. He had long white hair that was held back by a wooden ornamental circlet. He kept one side of his head shaved low as an ode to his non-elf mother, who had died a few hundred or so years prior. Muscularly larger and slightly taller than an average Wood Elf on account of his being a half-blood, his darker complexion primarily betrayed that fact. Elven blood was thick, metaphorically speaking, and no amount of human blood could taint or water down his elven genes. On the contrary, the merger of his parents created rare mutations not seen in an age, his white hair and muscular physique being chief among them. By comparison, Wood Elves had dark chestnut hair and slim, athletic builds. His rarity was praised by his people. For this fact, along with their having higher sensibilities, Wood Elves didn't follow suit in looking down on what other races deemed half-breeds. Other noticeable features he had inherited from his mother were a portion of her pigment and some facial characteristics – the small dimple in his cheek, a human trait, was a feature easily missed since he smiled so rarely. Not in public, anyway.


Two armoured guards with spears and shields approached.


"The Lord King would see you now," the shorter of the two spoke in a hurried manner. Curzon's attention was redirected from a waterfall in the distance to the soldier who spoke to him. His smile widened. He took Elarion's hand and shook it, thanking him repeatedly.


"May you find what you seek," Elarion responded. He'd little faith in the fulfilment of his offering; it was simply the customary thing to say. 


Elarion had granted him a rare audience with the king purely as a favour he and Galathir fully intended to collect on at a later time. The bigger the ask, the bigger the favour required to grease the palm…and this favour ranked highly in the ‘big’ category.


"I will await you in the garden below," he continued, bowing with a nod before slowly walking away, his hands folded behind his back. Elarion's ward moved from the shadows, following a few feet behind him. The older man bowed and went with the soldiers. Elarion paused before descending the ramp that led to the forest floor, remembering that he was being dutifully followed.


"Go, commune with the forest. I will send for you in the morning." 


His tone had softened. He was fond of his ward, and not only because she, too, was a half-breed. Her elven mother had taken pity on a ginger halfling after an evening of indulgent drinking, ultimately marrying the lucky sap. The resulting breeding resulted in a human-sized, spritely young woman with fiery, red, curly hair and freckles painted across her face. Her optimistic energy kept him feeling young and hopeful. Elarion had lived an extended, fulfilled life through some good and some very dark times. Now, he longed to move on from this world as he waited for the Forest to take him. The winds of change had blown a dark spirit into the land that found comfort there, and with each generation, it grew darker. The world had drifted far from the way things had been before. Thaetra, born amidst the darkness, offered him a sliver of hope that things could change.


"Yes, Master," she bowed with a nod and quietly disappeared into the night. 


Elarion waited a moment, then descended to the forest floor himself. He walked into the secluded garden and wandered around, checking on his favourite flowers – most of which he had planted himself. Most elves had a general green thumb, but he took a special interest in growing plants and vegetation not naturally found in these parts. The soil in the Forest had special properties and could successfully grow any seed, regardless of its origin. He plucked a pink lily and took it to a stone bench, where he sat, removing his circlet and setting it on the smooth surface next to him. He took a deep breath as he inhaled its fragrance, his eyes drifting closed. It was her favourite. He revealed a gold band attached to a necklace from under his shirt and held it tight, rubbing it with the pad of his thumb. A hundred or so fireflies descended upon him, sensing his discomfort, and he opened his eyes after seeing the introduction of light through his eyelids. He smiled at the display of respect and concern they offered him. Their synchronised flashing mimicked the pattern of calm breathing, and he studied them for a moment before understanding their meaning. Taking another deep breath, he synchronised his breathing with their display.


"Thank you for the honour you have given me. I wish you well on your journey," he spoke softly to them. They grew very bright, then, one by one, unsynchronised their pattern, accepting his appreciation. They lingered a while longer with him, and Elarion sat quietly, observing the fireflies as they flew in patterns to entertain him. Suddenly, a chill wind blew, causing the creatures to stifle their lights into abrupt darkness. 


Elarion's smile faded as he covertly returned the band to under his shirt. His posture stiffened as he returned the circlet to sit atop his head.


"To what do I owe the honour of this visit?" he asked coldly as he moved to kneel upon the ground.


A cloaked figure shifted into the garden from the shadows. It moved quietly and spoke nothing, instead communicating telepathically. Elarion nodded, then stood.


"As you wish," he continued. He had the ability to converse with thought, but he refused to. Call it subtle defiance or silent protest, the feelings he felt were the same. They walked together through the garden. Elarion nodded from time to time as he listened, his hands folded behind his back, his eyes always looking forward.


The stranger stopped and looked at him, waiting for a response.


"I will do as you ask, but I will not betray him," Elarion sighed and replied sternly.


"I'm not asking you to," the stranger responded vocally, their voice morphing eerily from masculine to feminine. The stranger turned their attention to a nearby rosebush and pulled a stem from it. They marvelled at the sharp, nasty thorns hidden behind the bloom of the flower.


"Isn't it ironic that, hidden behind beauty, one often finds painful secrets?" they scoffed and discarded the rose on the ground. Their voice deepening to a masculine tone, the stranger continued, "See it done, my friend."


They walked off hurriedly and vanished into the shadows. Warmth returned to the garden. 


Elarion sighed forcefully, kneeling to retrieve the discarded rose stem. He carefully lifted the flower, smelling it. Removing a dagger from his waistband, he trimmed the stem and found a place for it before planting it into the ground.


"We all deserve second chances," he whispered. 


His quiet companions began to glow again. He could barely offer a smile; his mood was ruined. Elarion said his goodbyes in Elvish and departed from them.


✽✽✽


ELARION STOOD ON the balcony outside the king's throne room. The large metal doors thundered as they opened. Curzon walked out, clearly excited.


"Elarion! I thought I would find you in your garden," he announced.


"I found it difficult…to find peace there. I needed a walk," Elarion responded. Pointedly changing the subject, he asked, "Did you find what you were seeking?"


"Perhaps…perhaps, my good man!" Curzon's chubby cheeks blushed with elation. 


Elarion raised an eyebrow in disbelief but quickly composed himself, washing the expression from his face.


"I hate to cut my visit short, but I need to return home to make preparations. I hope you will allow me to take you up on your offer of dinner another time," Curzon seemed genuinely disappointed, disorienting Elarion momentarily.


"Of course. Your journey is a long one, and I understand your eagerness to return," he responded. "Would you like me to see you out?"


"That's not necessary. You seem…preoccupied. I can find my own way," Curzon replied, displaying concern. Elarion raised his hand and summoned a nearby guard.


"Very well. I will provide a guide, just in case." Elarion motioned to the guard who approached, commanding, "Accompany our guest to retrieve his belongings and to rejoin those who came with him. Replenish any supplies they may need for the journey."


The guard acknowledged the order. Elarion wasn't overly concerned with Curzon getting lost; rather, the elves were generally distrusting of strangers, even familiar ones, wandering about.


"Thank you, Elarion. Please give my regards to your ward. I thoroughly enjoyed her company," Curzon said, expressing his gratitude. They exchanged their farewells, and Curzon departed, guard in tow. Elarion watched them grow smaller in the distance before entering the king's chamber.


"Why do they always want something that isn't being offered?" Galathir's voice echoed off the massive walls. He removed his crown and placed it on the throne, exchanging it for the chalice of wine he was being offered. His cupbearer bowed and left the room as Elarion approached, his brow arched once again.


"You're sending soldiers to Brookehaven?" Elarion disregarded the offer in favour of bantering.


"I never agreed to such a thing. Is that what he told you?" Galathir responded with a smirk.


"Well, no…not exactly," Elarion replied, suddenly feeling slightly sheepish. His human emotions briefly betrayed him.


"I told him what he needed to hear. Besides, would it really be so bad to send a detachment to patrol Brookehaven's borders as a courtesy among allies?" Galathir questioned. Elarion scowled at the word ‘allies.’ Galathir motioned for Elarion to follow him to the balcony before he offered Elarion a chalice of his own, which Elarion declined with an upright palm.


"I'd rather we not get involved in territory disputes or the inner squabbles of outsiders," Elarion countered.


"That's all this is about, cousin: territory. That's all it ever is with men. Violent arguments over invisible lines drawn in the sand; battles and wars over stones and rocks they have no more control over than the direction in which the ocean flows. And what if the Mountain Queen, the golden goat lover, and the two pathetic dirt piles they call kingdoms to their south take offence at our…little stroll?" he smirked slyly. "What would they do? March against us? We would destroy them in open battle. We outnumber them twenty to one!" 


Galathir spread his arms, drawing Elarion's attention to the endless tree city. Elarion listened quietly, giving thought to Galathir's reasoning.


"I would beg them to try it," his tone twisted nefariously. 


Elarion frowned as he looked upon his cousin, asking, "Since when does the forest beg for blood?" 


He crossed his arms, taking a slow step backwards. Galathir took notice, glancing away before regaining his composure. He slid closer to Elarion and wrapped an arm around his shoulder.


"Worry not; I understand your concern. That's why this temporary alliance is necessary. We need to expand and adapt," Galathir's tone turned sombre.


"Men and dwarves' fascination with machines and fire will one day threaten to destroy this place…" He ran his hand over the tree trunk near them, drifting briefly into despair before pulling himself back and continuing, "We need to expand to the south, spread out, and grow even greater in numbers. Then, and only then, can we protect the forest in its entirety. In just two generations, we will absorb Curzon's kingdom." He stared into Elarion's eyes, which avoided his own, before he concluded, "It will all be ours, without needing a single drop of blood to be spilt." 


Sensing he was about to voice something negative, Galathir moved quickly to put his finger over Elarion’s mouth.


"What is that to us? A generation for them is but a cycle to our kind. They come and go like the desires of the wind, but the will of the elves stands through time," he lectured. Then, pleading playfully, Galathir pressed, "You could attend another human wedding ceremony…or four, couldn't you?"


Elarion frowned and folded his arms, beginning to protest, "I am not…"


"Relax,” Galathir interrupted, offering relief to his beloved cousin as he continued, “I wouldn't ask that much of you. I have many sons to offer the daughters of Curzon."


Elarion relaxed his guard…slightly.


"There's always the second option." A devilish grin crept onto Galathir's face as he turned his back on him.


"What now?" Elarion inquired, fresh out of patience with Galathir's nonsense.


"You could allow me to retire… Take the crown yourself and do things your way," he turned to reveal his smile. Elarion rolled his eyes.


"You will not rest until I am sufficiently tortured, is that it?" he sniped.


"I will not. You will give me what I want, whether in this era or the next," Galathir playfully demanded. Elarion shook his head in silent protest, although an eventual smile – the kind never seen in public – tugged at his lips. Galathir sat on the balcony next to his cousin, and both looked out over the city, enjoying a moment of quiet reflection.


Elarion looked down at his feet, then back again.


"Because it's always easier to want…even lust after what one doesn't have, in favour of what one deserves," he mused introspectively.


"What?" Galathir replied.


"You asked…why do they always want what is not being offered? Or in other words…what they can't have," he replied, including Galathir in his ongoing thought experiment. Then, with a twinge of guilt, he continued, "That is your answer. The heart wants what it wants, absent the mind. Absent logic." 


Galathir gazed into the pool of nothingness, contemplating his words.


"I suppose…" he eventually uttered, caught off guard and clueless as to how to proceed.


"I know in my heart you intend to do what's right. I'm just…" Elarion started. Galathir began to understand.


"Tired? Like an hourglass almost fully spent?" Galathir finished his sentence. Elarion nodded in agreement.


"Yes," he replied. It was all he could muster.


"You wear your indifference like a badge of honour as of late, cousin. I often wonder what keeps you by my side." 


His words stung Elarion, disarming him. His mouth fell agape as he thought on how to respond to the implication.


"Still your heart. It is because you have given up on this world. Be patient; there is more to see, more to be done. But first, this age must pass. It is the process of life, death, and rebirth. You keep dwelling on the middle, but it is not the end," Galathir replied, running his hand over the shaved portion of Elarion's head before sliding it down to his chest, just above the hidden ring. Galathir patted it once before retracting his hand. Elarion looked up at him with defeated eyes before turning his attention to the city once more. He found it difficult to refute Galathir's words.


Galathir turned away from him, staring into the forest.


"Go. I give you leave from your obligation. Roam the land for a generation and come back to me once you have found the fire you once had. Take a bride…or three. Sire children, start a new city, and re-join me at my side. I'll send twenty thousand with you. Perhaps fifty? Tell me what it is you desire, and I will see it done," Galathir pretended not to care, bordering on no longer amused with the direction of the conversation. In reality, he was hoping to stave his cousin from the obvious eventuality of their separation.


"It is ironic that you should say that…" Elarion replied, delivering a wounding blow.


"Oh?" Galathir struggled to maintain his composure.


"I need to take my leave for a time," Elarion said. Galathir raised his brow for a moment before it sunk into a devious smirk.


"What is her name, cousin?" he pressed. Elarion looked away.


"Ioelena the Fourth, Queen of Hildeheim," he replied plainly.


"The Mountain Queen?" Galathir responded in shock, his voice ascending an octave. He continued jokingly, "Quite the overachiever, aren't we? Though I admittedly admire your confidence."


Elarion rolled his eyes as he replied, “It is not of a romantic nature.”


“Pity,” Galathir replied, playfully disappointed. Then, facetiously, "Is everything alright? Do you run to betray my confidence so quickly?" 


Elarion thought for a moment.


"No, not at all. This was my intent prior to knowing yours. The winds compel me north," he replied. 


It was an Elvish expression meant to convey that his reasons were private or unknown. It was an expression the king was not accustomed to hearing, but as his cousin, Elarion enjoyed a special privilege. Still, it made Galathir no less uncomfortable in not knowing. He could demand the truth, but he would not.


"Very well. Keep your secrets," he said suspiciously, his brows raised with a smirk and his palms turned upwards. Truth be told, he was slightly offended. While they were only cousins, they were much closer to brothers in bond.


"I mean not to bother you with…" Elarion began, sensing his cousin's discomfort.


"No, it's alright," Galathir cut him off, raising his hand. Then, pointing towards Elarion’s face, he demanded, "As long as you come back in good spirits and are ready to provide me seven nephews and three nieces! Only then will you have my blessing."


"Will you settle for good spirits?" Elarion smiled.


"It's a start. I suppose I find your terms acceptable – adding that you take your ward with you. She needs to see the world. Besides, I need someone to keep an eye on you," he smiled. Elarion thought to protest but resisted, knowing it to be futile.


“Very well. I will depart after the Elderharts’ visit,” he replied.


“There’s no need to delay; I can very much handle the visit myself,” Galathir replied. He could see Elarion was troubled by the thought of skipping the tradition, so he continued, “I will inform them of your quest.”


“Do we know yet who of the elders come this way?” Elarion questioned. Galathir gently shook his head.


“Lysand and Oroben have been seen wandering a day or two away, so it is likely them, but I cannot say for sure,” he replied. 


Elarion’s eyes dropped in thought. His focus was interrupted by Galathir’s hand on his shoulder.


“I will free you from your internal turmoil: I order you to leave on your quest,” he announced, somewhat forcefully. 


Elarion grinned with a nod.


"Keep your ears to the dirt and your back to the wind," Galathir whispered into his ear, then pressed a kiss to Elarion’s brow. He drew back and started toward his chamber. At the doorway, he paused and turned—watching Elarion stand exactly where he’d left him, motionless, eyes fixed on the void.


There was an obvious conflict within him.


Galathir looked to the guard standing by the door.


"Quietly send for his ward. Bring her to me."













CHAPTER FIVE


The Hand that Rocks the Cradle






THE RHYTHMIC AND thunderous tapping of Hargatha's heeled boots did slightly more to announce her arrival than her striking features or stature, though they were no less successful. Her flowing bone-white hair, blue eyes, and pale skin were illuminated against her eye-catching attire. Unlike her husband and kin, who preferred their tribal garments, she dressed in a more progressive manner. She was typically adorned in blood-coloured gowns, laced and bordered in black, fitted underneath a black, armoured bodice affixed with silver ornaments…and matching gauntlets. It was a fashionable choice that projected a battle-ready appearance, appropriately befitting the Hand of the Queen.


Despite her height reaching seven feet and five inches, she found moving around the castle to be an effortless affair. In its formative years, Hildeheim was built by the giants that once ruled over it. With the elder giants averaging ten to twelve feet tall, the younger and smaller generations found the rooms and corridors within the capital's castle quite spacious. Years of inbreeding, specifically with humans, had resulted in the giants becoming smaller with each era, much to the ire of older traditionalists. While Hargatha was far from a traditionalist herself, she certainly respected the old ways – but she also recognised their flaws, going so far as to view some as potential vulnerabilities.


She opened the large metal doors to her official chamber and took inventory of who awaited her inside. Upon seeing several viceroys seated, their attention now focused on her, she offered a brief smile and turned to one of the guards stationed nearby.


"I will speak with my husband now. Send him in immediately," she declared, not allowing time for them to acknowledge her order.


She casually entered the room, closing the doors behind her. Hargatha walked slowly to her seat at the head of the table, the vibration of her steps causing concentric circles to emerge in the wine held within the viceroys' chalices. Her scent filled the air, a combination of freshly muddled juniper berries and bergamot, which added an additional layer to the ongoing mental fantasies of some of the men. Their effort to conceal their thoughts was feeble, bordering on patently pathetic. The slightly agape mouths, slow-roaming tongues, and low-slung eyes that tracked specific parts of her anatomy with each passing second painted a very specific picture of what preoccupied their thoughts.


She didn't blame them for their inwards lack of dignity. After all, they were not decorated court officials but mere rats plucked from the trash heap for a singular purpose. They were tasked with serving as intermediaries between the crown and the local bureaucracy, including esteemed governors and governesses, often assuming a more forceful role when needed. Men of their station understood that they were both readily disposable and replaceable. The realisation and acceptance of this fact came with a price, and thus, a certain calibre of man emerged – albeit a low one.


Hargatha was fully aware of how the desire to possess that which one could not have could be so tempting. Giants had an innately violent nature towards all things non-giant. It was an insatiable thirst that took ages to control, but by now, living in a more civilised age, they had learned to suppress those urges – for the most part. Since she had to contain and conceal her primal desire to savagely dismember them all, she too expected a certain level of decorum in her presence. After all, even rats could be trained to assemble in an orderly manner.


She deliberately pulled her large chair away from the table, letting it scrape against the black stone ground as if to snap them out of their delusions. The scraping continued just long enough to cause physical discomfort, the sound causing their eyes to squint and their faces to wrinkle. She sat gracefully and began to unfasten her gauntlets, leaning back in her chair.


"Now that I have your attention, here is what you are going to do for me, gentlemen," she asserted, unfastening the leather straps around her wrists and forearms. "I am going to fill every single one of your crevices…" 


As she paused for effect, Hamish, the Queen’s Clergy Master, frowned, shaking his head as it descended into his palm. He'd long given up on encouraging her to speak in a statelier manner when addressing the viceroys, and at this point, she knew that he was convinced she purposely thought of new ways to make him uncomfortable.


There may have been some truth to that theory.


"I will be sending my little spiders to every corner of your provinces. I want to know when you open a new cask of wine and when you dispose of it in your chamber pot. It is information that I seek, and it is information that you will provide. You will furnish my representatives with whatever resources they require, ensuring you stay out of their way. It might get loud and become quite messy. However, it would be in your best interests to avert your gaze. Be patient; once my prey has been retrieved, I will soon be out of your hair," she snarled.


The term "spiders" was metaphorical in nature, symbolising her spies and eyes across the kingdom. Men-for-hire who were loyal only to her and the crown, willing to report or undertake whatever she deemed necessary. The term was first coined due to an initially unappealing nickname she earned, the Black Widow, which she later embraced and incorporated into her attire.


Hargatha hurled her large gauntlets onto the centre of the table, the resonant clash of metal-on-metal echoing and seizing the viceroys' attention. The size of her gauntlets dwarfed their own forearms. Occasionally, she possessed a flair for the dramatic, deeming it necessary to ignite the hearts of men.


"Can we humbly ask what it is that you are looking for?" one of the viceroys asked.


"Or who?" another added before the first could finish. Hargatha leaned forward in her chair.


"No," she said plainly, an eyebrow raised. However, her tone drifted into a seductive half-whisper when she continued, "But when I am done, I will pay you for your silence…and you will thank me." 


Hamish rolled his eyes, crossing his arms.


"How will we know who these men are?" yet another piped up.


"Men, women, children…they will be everyone and everywhere… You will know who they are when and only when the need arises," she countered. The viceroys grumbled to one another.


The large metal doors to her chamber opened; Galabrand's head and white hair entered the room before he did. There wasn't a need for him to duck through the doorway, but he had been accustomed to doing so.


"Consider yourself formally dismissed," she ordered as she stood. The viceroys quickly evacuated their chairs and filed out of the room. Galabrand snarled at them as they skittered by him. Unlike his wife, he'd been known to indulge his baser nature – and, as he typically appeared to be in a sour mood most of the time, non-giants did their best to avoid him, if at all possible. He walked towards Hargatha as the doors closed.


"Husband, come, help me out of this thing," she requested, turning around and scooping her hair over her shoulder, exposing the laces of her bodice. He sighed loudly, as he famously did in response to most things.


"Surely you did not summon me to attend to your wardrobe," his deep voice echoed lightly.


"Surely you aren't complaining about undressing me," she playfully frowned as she peeked over her shoulder. Galabrand shook his head and began undoing the clasps and laces of her bodice.


"That is not what I said," he protested, arching a brow.


She cupped the bodice with one hand as it broke free from the last clasp, instantly stretching her back. He took a step back to give her room to extend her limbs.


"Thank you, Brand," she leaned in to kiss him. He smirked, unsure of what she was getting at.


"I'll never understand why you wear these things. There's nothing like the comfort of a good bearskin and some leather," he smiled while patting his own attire.


"You don't think I look good in red?" she flirted with him, still cupping her chest and glancing over her shoulder coquettishly.


"I think you look smashing in anything you wear, and definitely better taking it off." 


He smiled once more, and she couldn't help but laugh. She turned fully to him and dropped her bodice to the ground. The metal ornaments clanked loudly on the floor. She lifted her foot to rest on the seat of her chair and began removing her boots. Her full curves, previously suppressed by the confines of her armour, now spilt out of her top, naturally catching his glance. He shook his head; none of this made sense to him. She looked up, noticing that he was watching, and smirked at the focus of his attention as she fought to loosen her boots. Suddenly, it clicked for him.


"I see…" he said as his smile faded. She stepped out of her boots, her height lowering noticeably. Though she was not intentionally trying to seduce him, she was aware of the potential and, in truth, had hopes that watching her would put him in a more malleable mood. Hargatha thought to play innocent for a moment, but she quickly abandoned the idea due to its futility. They hadn't been newlyweds in over seventy human years. Her shoulders sank. Galabrand folded his arms, sighed again, and leaned against a nearby column.


"What am I getting involved in at the behest of my niece on this day?" he asked, insulted by what he perceived to be her approach to the topic. Her brow sunk and her eyes widened. She was overwhelmed with thoughts – fears and problems she hadn't quite worked out yet. Unaware of how to begin, she looked away and instead turned to walk towards her small balcony. Galabrand frowned and pushed off from the pillar, following her. He'd not seen her like this in a long time.


"What is it, my sweet?" he quickly closed the gap and rested his hands on her waist, pulling her into a rear hug. 


Aside from him being the love of her life, it was calming to be engulfed by him. It was not often she felt small, living and working in the castle surrounded by humans, dwarves, and halflings.


"Don't be angry, but I don't believe it would be a good idea to give you all the details. In fact, I mean not to," she turned her head up to look at him but settled on his neck, not wanting to make eye contact. He studied her face and remained quiet as she ran her hand through his shaped, grey beard. Galabrand carefully pulled away from her and stood to her side.


“Come, now. Lay it on me – or, that is to say, tell me what you feel I can handle,” he replied flippantly.


She went to speak to defend herself; he raised his hand to silence her. She stopped abruptly and paused.


“Very well,” she stared him in the eye now, slightly angered. Her head snapped back and forth, and she prepared herself for his reaction. Fussing, she said, “You want the full, raw truth…so be it. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 


Galabrand’s eyes squinted, realising that perhaps he was asking for something he really didn’t want. Hargatha had a record of being right when she ended a sentence with that phrase – even their two children had grown to hate the expression. He held up his hand again to stop her, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. He subtly shook his fist in the air, then opened his eyes and motioned for her to continue.


“Don’t. Ruin. My. Chamber!” she pointed her finger sharply towards him, punctuating each word with a sharp jab in the air. He canted his head, now thoroughly engaged.


“What coul—" he started.


“Connerh is alive. And she knows!” she shouted, cutting him off.


Galabrand’s eyes shot wide. His fists curled as he immediately looked around to smash something, the internal fight to show restraint apparent.


“Don’t you dare!” she shouted at him.


He marched back into her chamber and grabbed her chair.


“Not mine!” she yelled, folding her arms and moving out of his way. 


He snarled and grabbed another chair, dragging it to the balcony and throwing it as far as he could into the air and distance, shouting all the while. They both stood in silence and watched as the chair fell slowly into the crashing waves far below the balcony.


“Feel better?” she asked sarcastically.


“Barely,” he replied, chest heaving.


She grabbed his hand and pulled him back into her chamber, then over to a giant map sprawled across a table.


"She wants to bring him here."


"Of course she does," he interrupted in one frustrated exhale.


"We can do it, quietly," she continued.


"He will ruin her…again," he frowned, his tone dramatically lowered. Galabrand held a special disgust for menfolk, disliking even his twin brother's wife. However, he had an undeniable soft spot for her daughter, his niece, often showing her preferential treatment over his own children.


"I don't believe so. But this is obviously a delicate situation. We can't let Vidar find out; you know what he'll do," she looked at him with a concerned expression.


"Oh, he'd try, but he would fail miserably. Our son may have my temper, but he lacks the brain to control it," he remarked. Continuing, he said, "You'll not be able to hide it from him indefinitely. But, when the time comes, I will be the one to handle him." 


Hargatha caressed his face, pleased with his reasonableness as she murmured, "I need your help looking over my plan. Time will be working against us, if we are to do this correctly." 


And with a flip of the switch, she became the Hand of the Queen again, grabbing little figurines from nearby to position on the map.













CHAPTER SIX


Blood of the Mother






THAETRA QUIETLY OBSERVED Elarion as they made their gradual traversal of the eastern edge of the forest on horseback. Their pace had slowed in the last hour from a steady gallop to deliberate pathing. He'd altered their route, oddly without making a single mention of it – not that his station required that he should. She'd been silently stalking his expressions, movements, and demeanour from a distance for the better part of an hour. He exuded nothing. There was nothing she could extrapolate; nothing she could determine to be out of place. Her focus was so intense that she barely noticed as his steed came to a complete stop, and she narrowly avoided crashing into him. He lowered his head to the left, in her direction, stopping just short of turning to face her.


"Go ahead and ask your questions." His calm and assertive voice barely broke the ambience of the deepwood. Her head sank into her shoulders like a pup being scolded.


"Why are we travelling so close to the border? Passage through Tu'Chauri lands is forbidden, let alone the unnecessary risk posed by being so close," her voice pushed and pulled as she navigated concern, insistence, and curiosity. 


Elarion listened patiently at first, then turned to look at her to confirm the source of her tone. She was genuinely conflicted and confused.


"I know my cousin has commissioned you to report on me," he said plainly, staring her in the eyes while casually studying her face. He broke eye contact for a few moments, allowing her the dignity and privacy to decide how she would react. Her mind raced, despite her decision being clearly made.


"He did, Master, but I would never…” she began. He held up his hand to stop her.


"I would never presume to ask you to violate your oath," he countered. 


Further confusion overwhelmed her desire to express relief. He beckoned for her to approach, and she complied, heel-kicking her steed.


"I want to prepare you for the potential that perhaps I will. I sense your conflict and would not want to put you in a position that would bring you dishonour," he frowned, breaking eye contact with her. 


Thaetra took quick inventory of his change in expression before she, too, avoided looking at him directly. She thought quietly for a moment, reaching out to touch his arm as she murmured, "My report will not change." 


He looked up at her.


"We rode through the forest to the border of Hildeheim," she offered him a slight smirk. A small crease imprinted into his cheek in return.


"Very well,” he conceded. Then, his eyes dropped as he continued, “There's something you may not know about me, Thaetra." 


Her brow raised in curiosity.


"My mother was Tu'Chauri…" He felt the urge to reach for his hidden necklace at the sudden resurgence of memories, but he resisted. He looked back at her, then finished, "…as was my mate. But that was a very, very long time ago." 


His eyes squinted as he quickly dismissed the attached feelings. His lungs involuntarily filled with air, expelling it again almost immediately. She stared at him intently, unsure of how to proceed in the conversation. She was aware of his mother and mate not being of elven descent, but the details of their origin were not a common topic of discussion, even among the private circles she would occasionally and unintentionally eavesdrop on while she waited for him in the shadows. 


Or at least, that was what she'd convinced herself had happened. 


Elves had never placed importance on that sort of issue, yet the Tu'Chauri were mortal enemies of the Forest. The elves were virtuous, but they were not perfect. In some ways, it was shocking to her that this small but important detail would have been so obscured from public knowledge, though in reality, most things Tu'Chauri were not discussed.


"I seek information; nothing more. If at any point you find yourself uncomfortable, depart to the west, and I will meet with you at the turning stone near the Hildeheim border in just a few hours. Do you understand my meaning?" His tone went through a spectrum of change as he worked out possible outcomes.


"Yes. Yes, Master, I understand," she replied after a brief lag, finding displeasure in the thought of being sent away.


"We will encounter shadows from my past. I take great self-risk in exposing you to such darkness, but I fear my personal discretion is no longer a priority. The winds are blowing aggressively in a new direction, and I must do what I must for my people," he thought meaningfully while speaking in an unrehearsed manner. "Do you understand my meaning?" he asked again. 


She nodded heavily. He wished to ask more of her. However, the potential impropriety of doing so prevented him.


"And what are you to do, should you feel the inclination? Or if I should ask it of you?" he sought to validate the plan. For the first time, she could feel his anxiety. In the moment, she felt honoured that he would lower his guard in front of her, but the significance of it made her fearful for him. In the moment, she never thought to consider her own safety.


"I'll depart to the northwest, where I will meet you in a few hours' time," she hesitantly confirmed. Regurgitating the words only increased her desire and intent to disregard them completely, staying with him no matter the outcome or consequence. 


He nodded in agreement as his mind wandered, struggling with a crawling regret to include her. She had no idea the lengths his cousin's jealousy would reach, should he discover her disloyalty, yet the internal voice driving him was louder and more insistent than any potential dangers. He quietly heel-kicked his steed and proceeded deeper into the forest.


Thaetra now followed closely behind him, her focus sharply tuned to the shadows lurking across and beyond the border, where there was movement she had not noticed before. They were being watched.


The scenery was changing. The lush green foliage of the elven forest had begun to fade. The soil was different; the air was different. A rolling fog permeated the ground as plants and trees emerged in an almost alien colour palette of purple, black, auburn, and yellow. It seemed as if the life force of the forest had been drained here. Large breaks in the canopy allowed the sunlight to penetrate the layer of fog and water vapour, giving it a thick, opaque appearance. Still, despite the landscape's off-putting appearance, there was a sweet aroma hanging in the air – that promptly turned bitter at the back of your tongue, like poison.


Elarion came to a standstill.


"We'll cross over shortly. Cover your mouth and nose; protect your breathing. It will buy you some time to see what was meant to be concealed. Use this knowledge at your discretion. This fog is not of nature's creation, and while it will soon overtake your attempts to shield yourself from it, do not fear; it will not cause you harm. The mist will manipulate your mind to make you see many things, some of which will be frightening, some of which will not be real. Trust only my voice," he paused for a moment, making sure she had absorbed his words, "and my way of speaking."


He locked eyes with her. She looked terrified as she hurried to put on a mask that covered her face, leaving only her eyes exposed. She retrieved two sprigs, one of an orange flower and one of a red flower, from a pouch around her waist and placed them between the layers of her mask.


"Don't worry; we are protected by the blood of my mother. Stay close," he continued.


As if on cue, thirty steed-mounted shadows emerged from the nearby treeline across the border. The riders approached rapidly, as if to intercept them. Their horses were black and muscular, with yellow eyes shielded behind blinders that focused their attention forward. The lead rider came to a sudden stop at the physical border; those with him spread out in a semicircle. His horse breathed heavily, stomping its front legs in place. Thaetra’s bow was drawn with an arrow nocked, though she aimed it at the ground.


The rider's face was concealed with a war mask resembling a boar's head. He was quite muscular, tall, and covered in tattoos down his neck and across his mostly exposed body. His dark brown and auburn hair was braided, with four threads of a golden colour woven in among them. They all wore long purple earrings resembling a cluster of dark flowers.


He and Elarion slowly approached each other, face to face. The foliage beneath them was just as juxtaposed: half green, half a palish purple. Thaetra quietly pulled her bowstring back a few inches.


"Are you two alone?" the rider asked. His accented voice was slightly muffled behind the mask.


"We are," Elarion replied.


"Is she going to try to kill me the entire time?" he asked with a tinge of humour. 


Elarion looked back at Thaetra and waved his hand towards the ground, signalling her to relax. She hesitantly obliged, returning her bow to its place and opting instead to rest her hand on the hilt of her sword. Elarion returned his gaze to his counterpart. 


"Most likely," he replied. 


The rider laughed loudly, nodding to himself. He twirled his finger up in the air, and his men slowly backed off a few feet, as did his own horse.


"Well, then, welcome home, brother," he splayed his fingers, his hand outstretched towards the dark woodland.


Thaetra's eyes grew wide, and she and Elarion crossed over into the dark forest. Their horses’ slow trot quickly progressed into a violent gallop, kicking up swirls of the mist beneath them. Thaetra tucked her head close to her steed, looking behind them as her own forest shrank in the distance, eventually disappearing altogether. She returned her focus to Elarion and increased in speed to catch up to him.


After nearly an hour, the once-bitter aftertaste of the aroma that engulfed this place began to taste pleasant to her. 


"The smell has altered," she whispered to him as she matched speed alongside him. His eyes dropped for a moment.


"You don't have much longer. Remain strong. Remember what I have told you," he said calmly, although his brow was heavy.


They rode aggressively for another half hour before slowing in pace, then eventually stopping. The rider circled a spot with his horse and dismounted. Elarion followed suit, helping Thaetra down from her own steed; she was struggling to maintain focus and thoroughly appreciated his assistance. The rider's men circled them, still mounted, but they quickly turned in place, facing away from the trio at the centre.


The rider removed his mask and set it upon his horse. Thaetra fought her eyes' desire to wander, settling on observing him as he secured his belongings to his steed. The tips of his ears were noticeably mangled. She instinctively ran a hand over her own ear as the sight triggered a phantom pain. A thought occurred to her; her brows furrowed as she dismissed it immediately. The foliage around them seemed to grow in brightness and vibrancy, while those surrounding her became muted in colour.


"The horses need to rest," the rider announced, still facing away from Elarion and Thaetra. 


Elarion rolled his eyes, knowing full well that this was not the reason for their stopping.


"She's of strong will to have lasted this long," the rider continued. 


Elarion helped Thaetra into a sitting position on the ground. The words were a blur to her; her focus shifted to her hands, which seemed to be distorting in shape and size.


"Lover?" he asked as he turned to face Elarion. Elarion stared back, expressionless, and he continued, "No, of course not. They would never allow you to indulge in such pleasurable pursuits." He probed Elarion's face, but upon seeing that his attempt to provoke him was futile, he changed the conversation by asking, "So, what is it you have come to tell us?"


Thaetra's hearing began to clarify, though she was still distracted by her warped surroundings.


"I will share it in the presence of your king, Bakaru. I'll not get involved in your quest for glory. That is not why I am here," Elarion quipped sharply. Bakaru pursed his lips with a raised brow.


"That’s what you do best, is it not? Not get involved," he replied to a non-responsive Elarion. 


Again, Elarion stared blankly back at Bakaru without so much as a blink of his eyes. His stoicism not-so-secretly brought discomfort to his brother.


"Is that an act?" Bakaru started, gesturing to Elarion's expressionless face. "Or do you truly not care? Are you really so cold?"


His face grew saddened. A part of Elarion wanted to reply to him sincerely, despite being convinced Bakaru's emotions were just a ruse. Though in truth, the sibling emotions within him rather enjoyed watching Bakaru pitifully pivot his technique. Either way, they were wasting time here.


"Why are you talking to yourself? Did they leave us?" Thaetra unintentionally muttered. Her eyes darted back and forth as her world continued to spin. She squinted and forced herself to focus on Elarion. Bakaru smiled and scoffed.


"You don't talk about me? I'm offended, Elarion. Of course, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised; I am the better-looking one,” he commented, amusing himself. 


Elarion kneeled next to Thaetra and rested his hand on her shoulder. Bakaru walked closer and kneeled in front of her.


"Hello," he spoke slowly, drawing out the word.


Her head rocked to rest on her opposite shoulder as she looked up at him. His full-body tattoos and the markings above and below his eyes appeared to glow to her. His face was familiar. The ring in his nose reflected real sunlight and drew her attention from his face for a brief moment. She refocused, immediately letting loose a blood-curdling scream and crawling backwards with her hands. Elarion and Bakaru both stood, appearing as mirror images of one another. Her head shot back and forth as she observed them both. Elarion had a restful aura glowing about his body, while Bakaru appeared as his luminescent evil twin, albeit with mutilated ears. Bakaru's devious smirk did little to help his distorted appearance.


"Be still. The choice is yours," Elarion said calmly, reminding her of his earlier words. 


She gathered herself, doing her best to avoid looking at Bakaru directly. She shook her head quietly, declining to leave him.


Turning his attention to his brother, Elarion spoke sternly, "Enough of this. I will not help you betray your king, no matter how many are with you. Trust me, I am here on behalf of you all." He grabbed Bakaru's arm and leaned into his ear, whispering, "For what's coming, that is not a seat it would be wise to occupy, brother." 


He pulled back and stared into Bakaru's widened eyes. Bakaru processed his meaning and nodded slowly as his shoulders relaxed.


"She has suffered enough," Elarion continued, gently scolding them. 


Bakaru nodded again, then spoke in his native language to one of his riders. The rider reached into his saddlebags and tossed Bakaru a small flask, which he handed to Elarion.


"Thank you," he replied sincerely. He walked over to Thaetra and kneeled next to her, then instructed in a low tone, "Drink; it will reduce the effects of the mist." 


She complied, enamoured by his glow.


"We'll head to the capital. It will be nightfall when we arrive, so you will stay with me and mine. I'll take you to see the king when the sun rises. Does this please you?" Bakaru asked as he mounted his horse. Elarion nodded in agreement, and he continued in a softened tone, "Your nephews look forward to seeing you, by the way."


A gentle smile crept onto Elarion's face.













CHAPTER SEVEN


Frozen Devotion






A STEADY STREAM of snowflakes descended slowly from the holes in the breached ceiling. Light shafts protruded through the cracked openings, catching and illuminating the delicate wisps of frozen platelets as they accumulated into little piles on the ground. The air was frigid but calm inside the dilapidated temple at Gryphon’s Rest, providing eerie yet resolute shelter from the windstorm outside.  The once-consecrated holy ground now played host to a variety of flying creatures seeking shelter from inclement weather, mostly clinging to the darkest and most isolated corners of the massive structure. Loose bones and partially decomposed skeletons littered the ground among broken and splintered pieces of wood and metal, originating from broken burglary equipment and pews that were once affixed to the floor. Decades of bandits and scavengers had been judiciously efficient at looting any and everything of value that could be dragged safely down the mountainside.


The destruction and desolation abruptly ended roughly thirty feet from the centre of the temple, where an object stood surrounded by pristine ornaments of gold, silver, and brilliantly coloured gemstones. Unsurprisingly, the closest accumulation of bones was around the twenty-nine-foot mark, and this object, just like the gold, silver, and gemstones encircling it, stood unwaveringly through time, peacefully untouched. It was an immense black sphere that floated a few inches above the ground. It had a liquid but solid appearance, somewhat shining with a portion of the room's light captured at its ridge, but not truly showing the reflection of anything in the room around it. It emitted a physical presence while at the same time appearing to reflect the real object it represented. 


Vidar stood in the doorway, his focus fixed on the ethereal orb hovering some sixty yards away. Behind him, on the other side of a pair of massive wooden doors, two of his men stood exchanging glances with one another, waiting for him to advance. Eventually, he turned slightly towards them.


"I do not wish to be disturbed here," he paused, waiting for their acknowledgement. The men looked up at him and offered a couple of grunts underneath their heavily layered garb of leather and fur. He placed his giant hand on the door, pushing it closed.


The impact of wood hitting the frame echoed throughout the chamber, startling less resilient birds to take flight from the rafters. Vidar entered the temple and looked around in awe, taking in its intricate construction. The hand-painted ceilings soared high overhead, and while it was not often he needed to look up, he welcomed the change. He felt small in the shadow of his ancestors’ legacy. Even for a nine-foot giant, the first temple in Hildeheim was an immense vision to behold, dwarfing him with relative ease.


Vidar removed his cloak of fur, bear hide, and raven feathers, resting it upon a broken column before venturing deeper into the temple. His heavy footsteps reverberated, liberating loose pebbles and rocks from the stone walls and scattering rodents near his path. He removed a rolled-up scroll containing the original layout of the temple from his waistband, unfurling it and examining its content. His expression soured as he compared what was with what is: everything had been stripped to its core, valueless materials, with even the candleholders having been ravaged, their core wooden sticks all that remained. 


He felt a noticeable warmth through his garb, stopping him in his tracks. The moisture from his once snow-covered clothing had evaporated, and steam rose from his wet hair.


He knew there were few who could safely approach the Orb. For most, its unique properties made it physically impossible to get close to it. The relic gave off extraordinary heat, its intensity increasing the closer one came. There were many scattered around the known world, varying in size and the properties they exhibited, yet legend insisted that this one — at Gryphon’s Rest on the peak of Mount Sankari — was the first to arrive. They rained from the sky with violent, fiery fury, yet they did not crash. The orbs simply stopped moving, without sound or fanfare, coming to rest just above the very spots at which they still stood. These immovable relics remained in place for all of time, like watchful observers frozen in their devotion to their original purpose, whatever that may be.


As they could not be moved, the orbs became the foundation of the temples built around them, slowly becoming centrepieces to the religious and political world. Their presence sparked a frenzy of speculation and intrigue across the known world, with the most prominent scholars, priests, and shamans having devoted their lives to unravelling the secrets of the relics. Unfortunately, their efforts proved futile, only adding to the mysterious and enigmatic qualities of the mystical orbs. Originally having had unique names depending on the kingdom, during a brief time of unity, the leaders of the known world termed them the Uridar.


The Uridar became the foci of numerous religious ceremonies and rituals, attracting pilgrims from far and wide, eager to witness their power. Over time, they collectively transformed into the ultimate symbol of power and mystique, sparking attempts by many rulers to claim them as their own. Wars were waged and alliances were formed and dissolved over these coveted orbs. Some believed they held the key to eternal life, while others feared the potential destruction they could unleash. Despite the danger and uncertainty surrounding them, the Uridar remained objects of fascination and worship for generations. Viewed as divine gifts – manifestations of the gods' will – they were believed to hold the secrets of the universe. As centuries passed, however, their true purpose remained undiscovered.


With the number of people who could safely approach the Uridar having drastically declined due to their potent and unpredictable energies, and with their popularity as revered artefacts gradually being lost, their temples were repurposed as grim places for carrying out executions. The once-sacred orbs, once drawing in devoted pilgrims from all corners, now struck fear into the hearts of those who bore witness to the dreadful judgments delivered within their eerie glow. With the passing of time, the Uridar's mystique faded even further into obscurity, leaving behind tales of their enigmatic history, lost powers, and the unsettling echoes of their past significance.


Vidar felt unsure of how to proceed. He considered removing his clothes, but he hadn't quite thought it through. He felt a force delicately pushing against his skin, yet he felt drawn to it. He heard whispers calling to him. The conflict was enthralling to him, causing fear to churn in his belly. Fear was an emotion he felt rarely. It made his adrenaline flow; it felt…exciting. He obliged the whispers and pressed onwards. The warmth increased, as did the pressure against his skin. His eyes fixated on the large piles of bones stacked on top of one another just a few steps away. Some had been crawling towards the Uridar, while others had been trying to escape. His stomach churned even more strongly. The smell of charred paper curled upwards through the air as the edges of his map began to smoke.


He ventured onwards.


Vidar was only a few steps from the relic, and for the first time, he felt burning. The blue scar on his face, thought by most to be tattoos of runes, began to glow with an eerie iridescence. It burned, but it was not unbearable. As he took his final steps towards the Uridar, he was compelled to collapse to one knee.


Suddenly, the pressure he felt pushing against him dissipated. He raised his hand in front of his face, only to witness his flesh in a constant state of disintegrating and reconstituting itself. Skin, muscle, bone, ash, and back again. The curiosity of it all overrode his innate terror. He rotated it, observing the unnatural event from all angles as it played out in real time. Though there was warmth throughout his limb, he felt no pain. He felt the same warmth on his face and chest but dared not look for a reflection. It was, after all, a bad omen to see one's own heart.


"Vidar." 


His eyes flared upon hearing his name come clearly from the orb. He looked at its surface. His glowing birthmark was reflected, yet he was not. His brow raised at the realisation.


“Vidar…” it repeated to him, as if to break his focus. 


He felt compelled to reach out and touch it. 


And so, eagerly, he obliged.


✽✽✽


"HOW LONG IS he going to be in there?" Gunnar whispered to his compatriot waiting with him by the door, his tone clearly exasperated.


"I don't know, but I'm not going to be the one to ask him. Why don't you go in there and see for yourself?" Olaf responded, glancing at his counterpart with furrowed brows. 


Gunnar tried to peek through the thick wooden doors that had slightly slid open. He was outwardly anxious, stuck in a mental loop of what to do next, and he pressed, "The hairs on the back of my neck are standing up. I hate coming to this place, Olaf. It feels like insects are crawling on my skin." 


"Maybe you should try bathing more often," Olaf replied.


"Very funny, you half-wit. This land is cursed. We do not belong here, as implied by the giant death ball in there. It will kill us all," Gunnar continued to fret, still fidgeting about the doors, trying to get a good look inside. Olaf flashed his brows; his counterpart wasn't wrong, after all. However, he didn't find any sense in rousing his friend further.


"You think he's dead? It's been a few hours now," Olaf replied. 


Gunnar turned to look at him, locking eyes. Olaf dwelled on the thought a little longer than perhaps he should have. He turned around and opted to peek through the door himself. He pushed his shoulder up against the large wooden door…


“Help me open it,” he grunted as he pushed with all he could muster. Gunnar obliged. They stopped once it opened sufficiently to peek their heads inside.


“Are you alive, Lord Vidar?!” he shouted. His voice echoed in the large structure.


After a brief delay, a grunt was his only response.


“What does that mean?” Gunnar whispered, hoping for more.


“Means he’s not dead. Which means we get to wait, right…here,” Olaf responded. Gunnar nodded with relief, smiling at another who stood nearby, waiting for entry.


✽✽✽


VIDAR REMAINED KNEELED and naked in front of the Uridar, marvelling at his hand as the process of his reconstitution occurred ever more rapidly.


"Lord Vidar!" Gunnar's voice echoed. Vidar heard the noise but ignored it, choosing to remain otherwise distracted.


"Lord Vidar!" he increased in volume, shouting repeatedly.


"WHAT!?" Vidar snapped, turning to look behind him.


"Apologies, but there is someone here to see you. He says it is important, and that your attendant told him where to find you. Do you want us to send him in?" Gunnar responded, eager to wash his hands of the visitor.


Vidar looked pensively back at the Uridar, then towards his guard.


"Send him," he replied in a low tone. 


He sat on the ground and crossed his legs. His joints were sore. Rapidly approaching footsteps echoed, slowing before they came to an abrupt halt. Vidar smiled to himself as he heard them take several steps backwards.


"A little warm?" Vidar asked, amused. The man stumbled over his words, apparently unfamiliar with what he was observing.


"Lord Vidar, I come with news." The man did his best to sound composed. He failed, taking notice of the enormous relic in the background while doing his best to ignore Vidar's large, silhouetted backside.


"Go on…" the giant replied.


"The traitor is alive…" he announced with glee. Vidar remained still.


"You'll have to be more specific than that." His low tone bounced around the interior.


The messenger looked around, as if spies might be lurking in the shadows. He leaned his head further forward with a deep smirk on his face.


"Connerh Mer…" he gleefully began. Vidar raised his hand in the air, signalling him to stop as a look of disgust crossed his face. He could not be bothered to even hear the name. His deep sigh was very much audible.


"And you're sure of it?" Vidar responded.


"Yes, milord. Our spies in the field have caught sight of the traitor on multiple occasions in or around the marketplaces on the southwest of the mountain. He's getting careless, making mistakes." 


The man was overtly invested. Vidar's interest was piqued, but he refused to give in so easily.


"And how is this any different from the last four times he was allegedly sighted? I need more than that. The bastard commander has been seen in your grandmother's stew, last I heard." The sarcasm could not be mistaken; he'd grown restless with this routine.


"Yes, I understand, but these sightings were also confirmed by—"


“By whom?” Vidar impatiently cut him off.


“Your mother’s personal cadre…”


Vidar quickly stood to his feet and began walking towards the man.


“What are you saying, exactly?" His volume increased noticeably.


Yamil quickly looked away, trying his best to ignore Vidar's indecency.


"Are you saying the Hand of the Queen is aware of the traitor's enduring existence?" His tone was threatening.


"Yes…I am, milord," Yamil began to fidget, looking for a place to avert his eyes to as Vidar now towered over him.


"I didn't know we were in the business of keeping information from one another," Vidar mused to himself in a low rumble. He raised his hand to his chin and ran his fingers through his beard, then turned away from the man.


"Who else knows?" he asked with a half-look tossed over his shoulder.


"Your mother has notified the half-breed…" 


Vidar turned quickly, lifting the man off the ground as he shouted, "What did you say!?"


"I'm sorry, Lord Vidar! I said your mother has notified the hal—" he started just as he was hurled into a nearby wall.


"My cousin may be a half-blood to me. However, to you, she is a god with the blood of the raven coursing through her veins!" Vidar bellowed. His chest heaving, he threatened, "Don't get too comfortable, Yamil. Had it not been for the news you bring me, I would have crushed your skull into your chest."


Yamil softly spoke over him, profusely apologising as he picked himself up, ignoring his obvious concussion. He felt something wet on his face, and he wiped it to discover blood running down his nose and eyes. He used his own garments to clean it up.


"You may continue your report," Vidar instructed, denying him a quiet recovery.


"Yes, of course. Your mother has informed…the queen…of the traitor's whereabouts and will be sending a detachment to retrieve him," Yamil explained as he struggled to ignore his pain and discomfort.


Vidar turned to ponder.


"Do you want me to send men to intercept?" Yamil asked.


"It has to be done correctly. Send a detachment of your men from the Sands…make it look random. Commission them through two others, and pay some disposable men to cause a delay for my mother's troops… Buy your own some time."


"Only send one?" Yamil asked almost unintentionally, still focused on that detail. Vidar looked away, then back at him.


"Make it two. Now, make haste," he replied, shooing the man away. Yamil bowed several times as he ran towards the doors.


Vidar stood and pondered for a moment, then walked back towards the sphere.













CHAPTER EIGHT


Goodbye Brother






ELARION SAT QUIETLY on a bed of straw and animal hide, his back pressed firmly against a terra-cotta-coloured wall. His eyes wandered across the thatched roof above him, noting imperfections in its weave while silently judging its creator’s craftsmanship. The white and caramel pattern of dried leaves contrasted with the muted orange pigment of the walls surrounding him. A growing, sweet smell of petrichor captured his attention, inviting him to draw a breath. The rain’s natural perfume paired perfectly with the audible pitter-patter of its drops, and its scent brought him comfort while mentally transporting him to the one place he'd rather be – his homeland.


He took the wooden pipe sandwiched between his right thumb and index finger and brought it to the crest of his lips, inhaling sharply. He held the warm, charred, herbaceous vapours in his lungs for a moment before exhaling. His shoulders relaxed as his pursed lips released opaque clouds that tumbled into the air. His long, slender ears twitched and pivoted in place as he listened to low whispering voices outside of his room, and his near-black eyes lowered to focus on nothing as he processed the individual sounds. A distant chirping was gently layered atop a running river, accentuating the audible quiet. These woods differed from the Westwood: these trees were quiet…soulless. The animals did not seek to communicate, instead opting to commune only with their own.


Morning was approaching, and his hosts had already begun to stir.


It wouldn’t be long before he could deliver his message to the local bureaucracy and continue with his travels to Hildeheim. Anticipation for what was to come unfortunately overshadowed the brief, remedial joy he felt upon reuniting with his kin. Instead, the creeping feeling of futility surrounding his reasons for being here grew heavier with every passing minute, and each minute felt more wasted than the one that came before it. And yet, he would wait a while longer. The elves considered it an ill gesture to rise before your host; therefore, he would be sure to delay before leaving his room. The individual variations in footsteps told a story about who was in the home. A smirk visibly washed onto his face as the gentle tumble of small footsteps sounded off. He welcomed a break from the night’s long silence – which he had endured alone, staring into complete darkness and listening to Thaetra’s subtle snoring in the neighbouring room.


He watched as the smoke from his pipe pooled in an inverted pond, slowly expanding to a lake as it nestled in the concave roof. Without warning, the room suddenly felt small – and growing smaller by the second. An unwelcoming air overcame him, causing a warmth behind his ears and neck. Elarion stood quickly and dressed himself with a newly found urgency. He nestled a short blade in his waistband, its silver and gold decorative hilt peaking just above the fabric. The smell of fire and wood permeated the air, redirecting his thoughts and overriding the peaceful aromas of his burning herbs. He slid open the door to his room and paused long enough to observe his surroundings before crossing over the threshold.


"I trust you slept well?" Bakaru’s voice carried from the darkened corner of the common room. He was somewhat distracted, his attention still focused on lighting the stout, chestnut-coloured pipe nestled firmly between his lips. The peaks of his face flickered with an eerily dim orange hue, and his black eyes reflected the animation of the flame before him. Elarion nodded, opting for courtesy over honesty. In truth, he hadn't slept much and found the bed more than mildly uncomfortable. Bakaru’s eyes quickly darted up towards him before returning to his own hands.


"Join me?" he asked, pointing to a chair across from him near the fire pit in the centre of the space. The rapid puffs of his pipe let out a discreet smacking sound. Elarion nodded and made himself comfortable, although his nose wrinkled at the smell of tobacco; it was such a harsh and abrasive odour compared to ashpetal, the smoking herb of choice for elves. A calm settled as each one took silent drags of their herb of choice, both internally trying to decide how to start a peaceable conversation with the other. 


"Where did the kits run off to?" Elarion asked. 


Children and women were easy topics. 


"Along with their mother, fetching a few things for furstmeal. They'll return shortly." 


The awkward silence resumed.


"And my ward? How is she recovering?"


"Ward?" Bakaru's left brow raised.


"I’ll never understand why you insist on talking like them," he continued. The embers of his pipe grew bright before dimming again. Bakaru’s contempt for his brethren had unfortunately become a defining characteristic of his personality, and it was a point of contention that both disappointed and aggravated Elarion. He ignored the bait. It was not the time to discuss heritage, politics, or alleged racial disparity – topics with which, in his opinion, his brother had an unhealthy obsession.


"She’s over there, in the second room from the right, still in slumber. The addition of the Kingsfoil root fortifies the old mixture, but with it comes lethargy. It's for the better. A deep sleep gives the mind the proper rest it needs to cleanse itself of the mists' effects." Bakaru’s scornful tone had softened.


"That is a rather interesting choice…" Elarion folded his arms, pipe still in hand. His brows furrowed as he pondered, and his lower lip became puckered, growing more pronounced. The two had held a keen interest in herbology as far back as younglings. Common ground.


"Why not use something a bit more…passive? Perhaps lilyweed, or scorchvine? They would both fortify the mixture and keep the mind nimble, with little to no side effects… Perhaps a sour stomach and a bitter tongue for a time…with the use of scorchvine, that is," he continued. Bakaru grunted and nodded in agreement.


"We've not gotten the rains necessary to grow lilyweed, so it’s in short supply." He let out a deep exhale, and his eyes darted around, giving the secondary suggestion some thought. His improved mood was slightly suppressed.


"Scorchvine would work. However, as you’re well aware, it isn't native to these lands…and, to be blunt, the comfort of trespassers and outsiders is not a priority of the Tu'Chauri people. Even less at the expense of doing business with the elves."


"Nonsense. There would be no need for diplomats and ambassadors; I could have three wagons filled to the brim delivered in a fortnight. Use the new version of the brew for special occasions. Consider it…" 


"A favour? Favours come with expectations…" Bakaru interrupted with a glare.


"Done. Consider it done," Elarion continued with a firm but peaceable tone. He was the fixer and caretaker of the family. There was no cost too high, no task too low that he would not undertake if it were for his family. Bakaru, on the other hand, was – as most siblings to a fixer were – the fighter, the resister of most everything not originating from his own mind. Trust was a hard thing to come by, even in his old age. It was an even harder thing to extend.


"…Thank you." His reply was measured.


The fire between them had doubled in size, illuminating the area. The orange flame flickered, refracting off of Bakaru’s mangled ears. The tips were coated in a salve, giving them a wet, shiny appearance. Elarion's gaze lasted perhaps a little too long, and his eyes lost focus as he dwelt on the shame he felt for his brother. Bakaru noticed.


"Don’t start with me," Bakaru angrily muttered under his breath, rising to his feet. The unfortunate truth was that the cause of his mutilation was not some punishment for crime, but merely adolescent rebellion gone too far. He had done it to himself. When he and Elarion had been around the age of sixteen, their father had been given a choice: A life sentence with his Tu’Chauri wife and children, or the Forest. He and Elarion had chosen the Forest. Their mother had refused to leave. She’d become quite the proficient healer, having gone as far as her tutelage would allow in mastering the elven healing arts, as taught to her by her husband. Her purpose in life had become clear; her people had needed her. Bakaru, finding nobility in her charge, had stayed with her.


And so, the family had splintered.


Not understanding the charged political reasons for his father’s decision, he had taken it at its face value, as a child would see it. Abandonment. As a show of defiance, he had changed his name and cut his ears, hoping to make them more human-like. While he had been able to reject his elven lineage externally, internal matters were more complex. 


An unfortunate consequence of Bakaru's half-elven blood was rapid healing. 


Every six months, he would repeatedly re-cut his ears, maintaining their twisted, misshapen state. Following decades of self-mutilation, the culmination of his wounds had finally taken a permanent hold. Worse, with time, his reasons for his actions had lost their potency. As his ears had become less a symbol and more of a spectacle, his pride had dwindled into shame. What once had been proudly displayed was now typically concealed under hood and cloak.


"It’s not as if they would take me back anyway…" he continued, mumbling the words under his breath. The truth in his statement was as mangled as his ears. Elarion closed his eyes, squeezing them tightly as he canted his head slightly to the left and fought the urge to engage. He took a pronounced breath. His ear twitched as the sound of rain faded.


"You should leave this place. Take your wife and children and move east. Only tell who you must. A turbulent storm approaches these lands. If you stay, I fear I alone cannot ensure your survival." Elarion's pace varied as he spoke. Bakaru laughed in short bursts. He opened his mouth to respond but took a puff of the pipe instead. Elarion braced for his rebuttal.


"A storm, is it? Tell only who I must?" Bakaru's tone was mocking. "Then I must tell everyone! I know they are cold and unfeeling, lacking empathy for anyone who doesn’t look like them, but here, we look out for everyone. If there really is danger, then I must warn everyone, mustn’t I?"


"Not everyone will believe you…" Elarion replied, leaning forward. It wasn’t his best choice of words, but he stood by it. There were too many fallacies in Bakaru’s accusations, most of them intentional, and therefore there was no use in countering them…and Elarion felt his time running short.


"So, what…? You want me to pick and choose who lives or who dies?"


"No, you intentionally misconstrue my words. I came to warn you and your people, but you must acknowledge reality, Bakaru. I wish them all to be saved, but many…most will not listen.” Elarion began losing his patience. There was a pause. Bakaru stroked his scraggly, peppered beard.


“And where exactly would you lead them?” 


“What do you mean?” Elarion’s bewilderment became evident. He was beginning to believe they were having two very different conversations. In reality, they were.


“You said you came to warn the Tu’Chauri, so where would you lead them, if you are leading them to their salvation?” 


“I wouldn’t lead them anywhere.” The words shot out, seasoned with frustration. “It’s not that kind of situation.”


“Not grand enough to justify making a claim to the throne?” 


“I should’ve never come here,” Elarion replied in disbelief and stood, shaking his head to himself. He continued, “I said I would not help your quest for the throne, not because I want it for myself—”


“Then why are you here?” Bakaru shouted, interrupting him.


“To save you!”


“Have you ever considered, perhaps, that I don’t need saving?” Bakaru shot back snidely.


“Well, you’ve certainly never stopped to consider that you are, in fact, the one who needs it most of all! Never in all my span have I met a self-ostracised martyr. How, exactly, is that working out for you?” Elarion quickly shed what little patience he had remaining. 


His abruptness silenced Bakaru, ill-prepared for the truth as he was.


And then, “Spoken like an elf. All those years pretending to be one have finally paid off.” 


It was a weak defence, but it was the best he could come up with on the spot. Elarion’s words had unexpectedly wounded his ego.


"What are we, then, Bakaru?!" Elarion replied, mocking his self-given name. "I am no more an elf than you are Tu’Chauri. And yet, how many generations do you have to watch die before you accept the curse of our reality? For us, there are no elves, and there are no Tu’Chauri, or dwarves, or gnomes! They are all but meaningless titles and names! There is only life and death, and there are those who run from it and those who long for it." 


Elarion’s temper flared, but Bakaru remained quiet, his head tilted downwards as he listened.


"How many sons and daughters have you outlived? And yet you cling to this…identity," Elarion sneered as he pointed towards Bakaru’s tribal wardrobe and markings in succinct disgust. 


An internal voice screaming for restraint finally won the better of him; he bridled his tongue, sighed loudly, and gazed across the room. There was a palpable pause in the argument. The crackling fireplace seemed to grow louder.


"Three," Bakaru finally replied.


"What?" Elarion snapped back, still in the process of holding back bitter speech.


"Three. I’ve outlived…three generations. Nine children, sixteen grandchildren, eight great grandchildren, and…" 


He spoke matter-of-factly, the sour taste of regret tightening his upper cheek muscles and giving the awkward appearance of a slight smile. The nuance of joyful memories outlined his painful reflection.


"The eight and their children were killed in a skirmish…victims of a squabble between dwarves and the… It doesn’t matter,” he sighed. “So that’s four. I now sire my fifth.” 


As his volume trailed off, Elarion’s gaze drifted towards the ground. A creeping sorrow for his dead relatives weighed heavily on his heart. A few loose tears pooled in the corner of Bakaru’s eyes; looking away released them into a stream trickling down his face.


"I should be growing old, Elarion…" His voice grew weaker. He looked up at his brother with a creased face, desiring relief. 


Elarion’s brow sunk, having no relief to offer despite his want to do so. He sighed as he reflected on his own wish.


"Wondering what the future will bring for those that come after you. Wanting to feel content in your accomplishment – and in the mystery of not knowing what comes next," Elarion continued his brother’s sentiment, staring blankly into the air. Then, with a grimace, he continued, "Only…there is no mystery. Not for you." 


He locked eyes with Bakaru, an unspoken offer for peace that was accepted with a glance. Their focus shifted to the fire. The dancing flame offered a proper distraction from the flood of memories that overwhelmed them both.


"What good is it, if we face it alone?" Bakaru replied.


"No one said we had to." 


"What else is there for us, Elarion?" 


"Nothing the Tu’Chauri can provide. Come home," he replied, trying once more to recruit him to his senses.


"What aren’t you telling me?" Bakaru pleaded. 


“I was not entirely truthful…and, in fact, you were right at the outset. From a certain point of view,” Elarion confessed. Bakaru raised a brow and looked at him with curiosity, so Elarion went on, “I came to warn the others because I felt it was the only way to make you listen. To be honest, I do not care what number of them are lost tomorrow. And many will perish.” For the first time in a long time, he was being honest…with himself. “I only care about my family,” he concluded. 


Bakaru stared at him, mouth partially open.


“I have deciphered that the King of the Forest means to trap the Tu’Chauri into a confrontation. One that will quickly escalate into a slaughter…as it was designed to. Hermod is a predictable and prideful fool, and he will march your people to their destruction.” Elarion stopped staring into the fire and made eye contact with Bakaru to reemphasise, “They will not listen to me.” 


Bakaru’s eyes fell towards the ground. He knew his brother was right, and there was nothing for him to argue. He slowly began to feel the weight of Elarion’s warning. His demeanour changed.


‘So, how—” he began to ask.


“Tell all who will heed the warning. Get away from the interior. Go as far east as possible, as soon as possible,” Elarion interrupted.


“I, also, was not entirely truthful,” Bakaru confessed. Elarion’s face remained still, waiting as he admitted, “I did not arrange for your audience with King Hermod; he does not know you are here.”


Elarion’s head tilted involuntarily. They locked eyes for a brief second. Bakaru started upon Elarion bursting into momentary laughter.


“I suppose it’s for the better,” he replied.


"Master Elarion?" Thaetra’s voice was a pleasant change, sounding just before she slid open the door to her room. Bakaru stood upon her arrival.


“Are you well?” Elarion asked.


“Steadily but surely,” she affirmed, nodding.


“I am glad for it. Thaetra, this is my brother…” He paused, fighting his inclination, then continued, “Bakaru.”


They exchanged a short bow.


“Pleasure to meet you,” she said, unintentionally staring for too long. It was disconcerting to see a twisted, disfigured clone of her master. He was skinnier, darker, and grizzled, all the descriptions befitting the stereotypical evil twin. And yet, somewhere in the middle was Elarion’s likeness – but the soul behind his black eyes was…different. His own gaze drifted away, his brow furrowing lightly. He was used to the stares, but it made them no less irritating.


"I am happy to see you awake, Thaetra. Please give us a moment; my kin is waiting to receive you just outside," Elarion replied to her, indicating towards the door. Thaetra nodded and left, although not before offering another a bow.


“What will you do now?” Bakaru asked after the door had closed behind her.


“I will continue heading north,” Elarion began, holding an internal debate over allowing full disclosure. 


Bakaru nodded. He was curious, but he decided not to pry.


“The Seer would have me wait there.” Elarion had chosen full disclosure, his tone highlighting the sensitivity of the information. Bakaru’s eyes opened widely.


“Wait there for what reason?”


“I don’t know yet,” he replied, reflecting on the lie as it left his lips.


“I’ll leave in a day…or two, since I’d like to get to know my nephews… If that’s alright?” he continued. Bakaru nodded weakly, again with intent. 


“I would…they would like that,” he replied.













CHAPTER NINE


North by Northwest






THREE MONTHS LATER…


Connerh and Aeryk lay among the tall grass, their hands cradled behind their heads. The glittering fabric of space twinkled and shimmered, like diamonds strewn across black velvet, and the dying stalks of grass swayed in an overactive wind, mimicking the sound of the ocean cresting upon the shore. A small fire crackled behind them. Together, they swam in an independent stream of thought and fantasy. 


"It's hard to believe all those rocks stay up there for so long. Do you think they’ll all fall to the ground eventually?" Aeryk's young voice pierced the ambience. His accent was a charming mix of southern Hildeheim and western Piikani…the Hs and Rs were a tad strong.


Connerh withdrew from his mental wandering. He took a deep breath and pondered a moment on the boy's question.


"Oh, sure…I don't see why not…one day. Long after you and I are gone, that’s for sure. We'll be long-forgotten ancestors before the last star falls.” He cleared his throat.


"I wonder how many of ‘em have fallen without anyone noticing? Maybe we could go find and collect them all! They could be scattered anywhere. Man, they'd be worth a lot of coin!" Aeryk's enthusiasm brought a smile to Connerh's face. The boy could turn just about anything into an 'adventure'. Collecting special rocks in the wilderness would be no exception.


"I suppose you're right. There must be hundreds of them on the mountain's peak. Countless more in the sea." 


"Oh, can we go!? Can we? Please?" The boy could hardly contain himself.


"Settle down, now. First, we need to make sure you can endure the cold. Winter in the north is unlike anything you're accustomed to." He thought of a quick excuse.


"I'll stay out all night every night until I get used to it, and then we can go," the boy promised. Connerh chuckled lightly.


"Something like that. It'll take some time. Be patient. It'll also take some convincing your mother."


"I'll take care of that." The confidence in his voice caught Connerh by surprise, spurring on more laughter.


"Oh, will you now? I'm not scared to admit that I'm glad to hear it, lad," he continued. "But before we can even plan our expedition, there's a little matter left unresolved, good sir," Connerh smirked. 


Aeryk rolled to his side with an inquisitive look spreading across his face.


"I do believe you owe me coin." Connerh’s brow raised playfully. "Let’s hear it…" 


"This is the best view I've ever seen," Aeryk replied mockingly. Connerh grunted.


"I believe there was also a promissory regarding one chicken dance, if I remember correctly." He barely managed a straight face.


"There was not!" Aeryk protested. When he finally stopped laughing and grew quiet, he said, "I have something to admit." 


"Well, what is it?" Connerh sat up, thinking the boy had some weight to relieve from his shoulders.


"I’ve not two silver to my name," Aeryk snickered. 


"You little rat! I should have you thrown into stocks for making an illegal wager," Connerh joked, falling to his back again.


"You’d have to catch me first, old man," he chuckled. Connerh grew quiet.


"You’re right. I'm not as fast as I used to be. I’d have to spear you in the kneecap first. Maybe sever the tendon above and behind your ankle…removing your will or desire to walk, let alone run… It's quite painful…very long recovery."
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