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​Prologue
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From the Archivist

A note

Purpose

As a scholar of the Otherfolk and their ways, I gathered this evidence when I realized that one of their prophecies might come to pass. Find the prophecy included in this section following notes on background, terms, and characters. 

Background

The documents enclosed come from a primitive world divided into four parts. 


	First, there are the Gods and the Saints, who exist outside of the corporeal world but are inextricably linked to vessels, whether living or inanimate. The Gods speak for Themselves; the Saints, bound to Their relics, must speak through others. They have no gender and are referred to as “Them.”

	Second there are the Otherfolk–fey beings who long ago decided to sequester themselves. They are rarely seen, but often referenced in myth and tales of illusion. 

	Third are the dragons, long-lived creatures known for magic and often great intelligence. On average deeply religious, they worship the four Gods, to whom they refer with the title Khha. 

	Last, of course, are the humans. Many of the humans represented here live in the kingdom of Doenall. Their neighbors to the south, a human culture commonly known as the Keeps, view Doenall as a territory within the Keep empire. Such human political squabbles were often ignored by the rest of the world. Thus when the wars came, they caught the Saints by surprise.



There is another category–a cursed category–demons. They do not fit into this classification. 

Documents Included

While I have translated the following documents as necessary, I wrote very few of them. Some are barely written at all. They are merely fleeting impressions, caught and pinned down. On each document I have identified the source and the type; often the date is included, but even when not, the documents are arranged chronologically. 

The one exception to this is the rare occasion when a holy being speaks, whether on their own or through their vessels. In those instances, I have respected their unearthly powers by directly transcribing either their thoughts (for Gods) or the scene they imbue (the Saints).

Occasionally I will elucidate further with my own [notes], but I’ve refrained from labeling everything so heavily that you can’t see the specimen underneath. 

For further edification, I will include a roster of Gods and Saints; glossary of frequently referenced places and political offices; and a list of the humans who contributed to these documents following this note. At the end of this section, find the text of the prophecy. At the beginning of each following section, I have placed an excerpt and a map.

Concluding Thoughts

Very few of us are exactly what we think we might be. Perhaps if more beings–mortal and immortal alike–had recognized this, I would not have had need to gather this evidence at all.

Roster of the Gods, or Old Ones

Beginning: god of creation and divination

Canon: god of love and history

Kommos: god of grief and revenge 

Rhetoric: god of reason and inquiry

Roster of Saints (Alphabetical)

Aria: minor Saint favored by the Keeps; governs industry and betterment; a spinning wheel is Their symbol.

Baalen: the patron Saint of Keeps; governor of trade and wealth; symbolized by the coin or the abacus.

Cara: minor Saint favored by Doenallians; governs love and friendship; pictured by a glowing heart or mirror.

Dyir: the oldest of the Saints; governs growth and the harvest; symbolized by any farm tool, particularly the sickle.

Dyln: minor Saint popular along the coasts of Doenall; governor of sailing and the seas; symbolized by a large abalone shell.

Hylfa: minor Saint prevalent in Doenall; governor of the hunt, and patron of the True King; emblemized by a hunting horn.

Idyll: the second eldest of the Saints; governor of hearth and the security of the home; represented by glowing embers. 

Laurea: minor Saint very popular among Keeps; governor of victory; symbolized by a golden trophy or a crown.

Lowl: patron Saint of Doenall; governor of rivers, lakes, and healing; represented by any water-carrying vessel.

Manya: minor Saint among the Keeps; governor of death; rarely referred to directly, known by a plank of coffin wood,

Mona: third eldest of the Saints; governor of the passage of time; symbols include a walking stick or aged, woven cloth. 

Volta: known also as the “Saint of Change;” governor of weather and storms; most commonly symbolized by a flying pennant.

Glossary (Alphabetical by Type)

Places

Baan: the land from which the Keeps originate, located directly south of Doenall.

Baalen: the capitol of Baan, named after its patron Saint.

Citadel: the effective capitol of Doenall, occupied (and named) by the Keeps prior to the unification of the Mormaers (see below).

Doenall: name for the land occupied by the Mormaers; subsequently the name for the country created under the unification of the Mormaers.

Political Offices

Count: Keep title, bestowed on men responsible for the administration of large territories.

Emperor: Keep title for their leader, considered to receive power directly from Saint Baalen.

King: Doenallian title for their leader, first held by the True King, who unified the Mormaers under Saints Lowl and Hylfa.

Landholder: originally a Keep title for those with modest property, adopted by the Doenallians to refer to anyone with land.

Mormaer: Doenallian title for tribal leaders, each in charge of their own territory. Six Mormaers are recognized within Doenall, named as follows: Baih, Behr, Eloch, Fynsen, Glenninsley, and Taff.

Priest: general title for those in service to a specific Saint, installed at temples; degree of political power varies from Saint to Saint. Depending upon the size of the temple, the leader may be known as an Exalted Priest, sometimes served by High Priests, Priests, and acolytes.

Steward: Doenallian title for any trusted assistant to a leader, particularly a Mormaer or the King.

Notable Contributors and Repeat Characters (Alphabetical)

Ailith (demon): a prisoner who makes a deal with Ruadhri

Annis: a member of the Doenallian rogue’s guild

Alpenn: a knight in service of Doenall 

Aquilius: scribe in the service of the Keep Count Caeus 

Barbyra: non-native Doenallian; adoptive mother of Ailith

Baih (Mormaer): leader of the southern region of Doenall, associated with Saint Volta

Behr (Mormaer): leader of the north-eastern region of Doenall, a prolific letter writer

Caeus (Count): Keep administrator in charge of Doenall 

Callum (Ruadhri): bastard son of the True King, raised in service to Muir before taking the Doenallian throne

Captain of the Guard: leader of Doenall’s Citadel defense force 

Celsus Fait: a Keep explorer with an interest in trees and moss 

Cloelia of Blandus: daughter of the Keep Count, in court

Cook: employee at Citadel, known to take no nonsense

Culan (demon): a mythical presence on Doenall’s battlefield 

Dark One (demon): a student of a Keep missionary

Davyna (High Priest East): daughter of the True King; serves Lowl at the Citadel temple

Dorchad (demon): a vile and hated enemy of Doenallians

Dragontalker (demon): an enemy of the knights of Doenall

Drest (acolyte): young lad in service to Lowl

Duhgall (demon): mercenary known to work with the Keeps

Emperor of Baan (His Holiness): leader of the Keep empire, closely associated with Saint Baalen

Exalted Priest: most respected priest in Doenall, serving Lowl at the Citadel temple

Feona: a knight in service of Doenall 

Finlay (Priest): co-priest at one of Saint Cara’s temples

Fynsen (Mormaer, Eilean): leader of the northern region of Doenall, home to a lost Saint

Glenninsley (Mormaer): leader of the western edge of Doenall, affiliated with Saint Dyln 

Gnaeus (demon?): a Keep missionary in Doenallian court

Graewenhofgeyr (Greer): a scholarly dragon 

Heather (Baih): a daughter of the Mormaer at Doenallian court, devoted to Volta like her mother

Jonaeus (Special Services Operative, Count): appointed to reclaim Keep control of Doenall 

Laddie the Whittler’s Child: a resident of the Baih family lands 

Lady Verity (demon): a devotee of Saint Laurea

Lann (Landholder): leader of a port city in the Behr family lands

Little One (demon): a close acquaintance of the dragon Greer

Maniella: wife of a Keep missionary, on mission for Saints Baalen and Manya 

May (of Glenninsley): a healer in Doenall’s court

Midnight (demon): personal correspondent with the King

Muir: Doenallian steward to the True King and to Ruadhri

Ocean: messenger of Landholder Lann and the Mormaers Behr

Parlann of Taff: a nascent leader of the Doenallian army 

Priscilla (demon?): enigmatic Keep merchant of gunpowder

Quick: leader of Doenall’s rogue’s guild; adoptive father of Ailith 

Silver (demon): a wounded victim in Doenall’s court

Spark: a resident in the home of Landholder Lann

Taff (Mormaer): leader of the south-eastern region of Doenall 

The Dragon (demon): a consort of Count Jonaeus

Trap: soldier of Doenall, who discovers many secrets

True King: the first warrior-politician to unite the families of Doenall against the Keeps 

Vigil (Priest): priest of Saint Volta with the Baih family

The Others’ Prophecy 

The Other world is fragile, sharp:

Ware it does not fall apart–

When tortured grief

Becomes vengeance, it’s weak.

When the rallying call

Persecutes, it then may fall.

When the sea is glass and empty sails

Will heroes bond, or scatter and fail?

When hard work is not rewarded

And false results are awarded–

When home fires flicker and smoke

Is it foes or friends who gather close?

When the harvest comes in and all’s for naught

The answer depends on what is sought.

When love and friendship dance,

Can they conquer death and chance?

When victories are lost to time,

Does it change a story’s rhyme?

When change itself is petrified

Injury is the result of pride.

When even death loses meaning,

Fate can not come intervening.

When counts count more

Than the people they’re for,

Then there is chance to atone

But destruction comes not alone.

Then time will fade

As the blade is stayed,

And love tries again

But can not stop the end–

Until the spirit of life

Is brought into light

And trial and tremor

Give way forever

The Other world is made anew

In each shattered story, shards of truth.
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​Part One
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When tortured grief 

becomes vengeance, it’s weak.

––––––––
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​

​From the folklore of the midlands


A demon tale

[Note:  at times, local songs and legends have been transcribed to provide context. Though the people of Doenall were familiar with Otherfolk and told many fairy tales, this one is a sub-type dealing with creatures considered much more dangerous.]

––––––––
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Once upon a time, there lived a man who grieved very much. He grieved for his parents, and for his siblings, who had moved far away. He grieved for the wars and for his own faint heart, which prevented him from fighting. He grieved for times gone by and times that wouldn’t come. He grieved because nobody would talk to him, because they grew tired of his grief. 

One day as he walked to the market, grieving for the muddy state of the road and how little he had to barter with, he met a woman. This woman was very beautiful. She was taller than he was, and her skin was deep red, like embers in a dying fire. Her hair was long and impossibly black, and she wore a tunic of black with soft leather boots to match it.

“May I walk with you a little while?” she asked the man.

“You may do whatever you please,” he said to her, “for I know you are a dragon who has taken human form, and could change back and eat me at any time.”

“I may be a dragon, but I am very sick,” she said. “I would like some company.”

“Are you going to the market to find a cure?” asked the grieving man. “I doubt they will have anything for you.”

“There is no cure for what ails me,” said the dragon. “And that makes me very sad.”

The two of them walked, side by side, and compared the things that grieved them. They argued about which was worse. The dragon woman always won. But the man could not stop talking to her. No one else would talk to him about his grief.

A day at the market turned into a night at home, and twelve days after that. The grieving man thought of nothing but her. He did not tend his garden and he did not feed his sheep. When he woke as if from a dream, he found that everything on his farm was dead. The dragon woman was gone.

The grieving man blamed the woman and grieved more than he ever had before. He grieved so much that he would not let his neighbors help him, for he heard their whispers and he did not like them. He grieved until he might waste away.

And then in the night, as he sat in his empty field, he saw a shadow sneaking by.

The grieving man knew that this was no Otherfolk, for there was no music and no lights. There was only darkness and two eyes glinting. This was the sign of a demon.

“Wait,” called the man. “Is it true you were born of dragon and human? Can you change shape?”

“I can not change shape,” said the demon. “If I could, I would not live this cursed life.”

“But you are still strong,” said the man. “You could kill me.”

“What good would that do me?” asked the demon. “What I need is shelter, and your house is no better than a lean-to.”

“You are right,” said the man. “Take me with you.”

In an instant the grieving man was whisked away and never seen again. But it is said that he and the demon found their way to caverns underground, and there they lived, never seeing the sunlight. If they ever needed to buy something, the demon made the man do it; if the man ever thought of leaving, he never could say. After three seasons passed, a demon babe appeared at their cave, wrapped in an ancient cloth. 

“You had better kill it,” said the demon, “or others will hear of it, and come here as well.”

But the grieving man liked the idea of someone to share his grief. He brought the babe in. It cried, and cried, until he realized that he did not like it at all. It made him think of the dragon woman with the red skin. But his heart was faint and he could not kill it. Instead he stuffed its mouth with the cloth every time it cried, and told it the tale of his woe. 

Every demon who came to the cave was full of hate. The grieving man was no different.



​Khha Kommos’s Blessing of Grief


––––––––
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I bless thee, little one, that you may go

Reap ever more strength from the seeds you sow

Seeds of fire and destruction, seeds of cleansing and life

Help your creators reclaim their right.



​From the records of the Temple of Saint Lowl


Trial Transcript

[Note: during the Keep occupation, the priests of Doenall took to recording their proceedings, a practice continued after the Keeps left. This is a prime example of  a recording taken by a scribe in the Temple and kept among the Temple’s Prayer Logs for the benefit of the Saint.]

––––––––
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Proceedings of the Supreme Judgment 

Of the Demon Dorchad

High Temple of Saint Lowl

Doenall

Service to Exalted Priest: High Priest Davyna

~~
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May the Twelve Saints bless us, keep us close,

Save us by damning the winged foe

May the Twelve Saints keep us, guard our right,

From Saint Lowl flows the River of Life. 

~~
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Dated: the Second Day of the Third Harvest Cycle

Davyna speaks:

The Exalted Priest

welcomes one and all to Saint Lowl’s great temple.

On this auspicious day

we will at last see justice done

to the demon which has scourged our land and beset our people.

Come,

each of you witnesses, 

to the Reflection Pool.

Here you will each speak your complaint

And Saint Lowl will hear.

At the end,

the Exalted Priest will deliver

the Saint’s judgment of this accursed demon

called Dorchad.

The witnesses speak, each in turn:

The demon talks to dragons.

~
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The demon uses cursed magic.

~
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My grandmother died by that demon’s hand.

~
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My sheep were all set loose, and now my family has no wool, and my youngest a mere babe.

~
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Our whole town was set on fire by Dorchad and the dragons.

~
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The demon is an unholy color.

~

[image: ]


It uses the Keeps’ coin.

~

[image: ]


My brother run off, and we’ve never seen him again.

~

[image: ]


Dorchad took my father from me.

~

[image: ]


Such evil eyes–and a spiked tail! It is the evillest thing in all the world.

~
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It is worse than the dragons.

~

[image: ]


I heard it tricked a group of knights and led them to their death near our hamlet.

~
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The demon took my father, too.

~

[image: ]


It murdered both my parents, and my littlest sister won’t walk again.

~

[image: ]


It tricked our Mormaer and set fire to our grain.

~

[image: ]


Dorchad burned my house that we all worked so hard to cut the reed and bring the plaster for, and now we have no shelter.

~
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It stole all the mead from our village store.

~
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It told the dragons when to attack us, when our guard was sure to be distracted.

~
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The demon killed my sister.

~
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It brought the dragons upon us, and then the Keeps too, though they’d never bothered the border, not for a decade.

~
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Dorchad came into our town by lying to the Mormaer and bewitching his wife.

~
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The demon leveled the entire search party going to help those left behind by the dragons.

~
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It gives the dragons information.

~
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I saw it kill four knights with my own eyes.

~
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The demon can conjure unholy flame!

~
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It was locked safe in the village storeroom but then it escaped and made the entire building fall down.

~
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I’ve lost an arm to it, and there’s a pain in my side that keeps me from sleep.

~
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I can’t ever go home again.

~
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It wears a cursed knife that it got from the Keeps in its hair.

~
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Dorchad killed my entire hamlet.

~
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It ate everything we had stored for winter.

~
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And it drank all our mead as well.

~
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The demon blocked our track and demanded a toll.

~
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It stole my best hunting dog, that was like a child to me.

~
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The demon took my mother and baby brother.

~
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It stole my best boots and tunic.

~
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All the town elders were tricked and bewitched by it, and now they won’t do anything but fight.

~
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Dorchad, in disguise, told us to take the pass, and that the dragons wouldn’t come. 

~
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The demon pretends to be what it is not.

~
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The demon is debaucherous!

~
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It took my best knife, what took me days to make.

~
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It called the dragons and the dragons killed my wife.

~
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It means to take down the entire country!

~
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Dorchad tells the Keeps everything about us, and here we were only just freed of them!

~
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It gave me a sickness and now I can’t–live properly.

~
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The–the demon said that the Saints are–

~
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Dorchad robbed the cobbler next door to us and she died.

~
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The demon is plotting to take down the King!

~
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It dressed up as–as an acolyte!

~
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D-Dorchad set fire to our fields.

~
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It comes in the night and robs us of our rest, so that we can’t fight off the dragons when they come for our sheep.

~
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It stole my grandfather’s necklace.

~
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It howls at the edge of town and calls the dragons down on us. 

~

[image: ]


The demon killed my lover, the best minstrel in Baih.

~

[image: ]


Dorchad and the dragons mean to attack the Citadel!

––––––––
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Davyna speaks:

All have spoken.

Now we will hear

the Voice of Saint Lowl.

Saint Lowl will avenge us, and protect our king and country.

Observe in silence

as the Lamps are lit

and the Waters poured,

and your patience and suffering will be rewarded.

The Exalted Priest speaks with Saint Lowl’s voice:

HEAR ME, FAITHFUL BELIEVERS. 

FOR VIOLENCE AND DISRESPECT, THE DEMON DORCHAD 

AND ALL WHO DEAL WITH IT

ARE, BY THE WATERS WHICH RUN THROUGHOUT THE LAND,

CONDEMNED.

THE DEMON’S PUNISHMENT CAN ONLY BE DEATH.

BRING IT TO THE TEMPLE’S HOLY POOL,

AND SEE HOW THE WATERS CLEANSE IT.

SO SPEAKS SAINT LOWL, 

TRUE SAINT AND PATRON OF WATER, OF LIFE, AND OF DOENALL.

Davyna speaks:

Well, acolytes? You have heard your Saint’s command.

Acolytes speak:

(Scribe was unable to decipher the acolytes’ whispers)

The Exalted Priest who speaks for Saint Lowl speaks:

WHAT DO YOU MEAN,

“The demon got away”?

Davyna speaks:

But that’s impossible! The guards brought the demon here in chains this very morning! We kept it in the covered cage so as not to frighten the . . . witnesses.

Acolytes

(without speaking, remove the cover from the cage—it’s empty)

The Exalted Priest who speaks for Saint Lowl:

DORCHAD MAKES A MOCKERY OF ALL DECENCY AND JUSTICE!

SAINT LOWL’S JUDGMENT WILL NOT BE DENIED.

WE WILL SEE THE EVIL OF VIOLENCE ENDED!



​From the Captain of the Guard of Doenall


An impression

[Note: The source of this impression and all subsequent impressions is, at present, unknowable. These memories, collected by magical means, seem to come from individuals particularly susceptible to nearby relics or vessels. In this case, for example, Doenall’s Captain appears particularly focused on and indeed influenced by the nearness of Khha Kommos, though the man surely would have denied as much were he to be asked directly.]

––––––––
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There was a shadowed messiness to the Captain’s mind. He was vaguely aware of this, and preferred it that way. It reflected the world around him, he thought. He was being realistic. He was focusing on solutions. He was, in short, keeping the grief of long-waged war at bay.

Fortunately that harvest season the solutions came well, if he did say (think) so himself. Saint Dyir had favored Doenall. Perhaps not as related to the growing demon problem across the country–he had heard of the disappointment at the Temple of Saint Lowl’s big trial, of course, as had everyone–but to the Captain’s mind, a bastard demon mattered little compared to the great hoard of dragons besetting the country.

How much damage, he thought, could one Saints-cursed demon do?

Not to mention that the stories said the demon Dorchad was only a runt of a thing. Not at all like the giant demons of the past.

No, thought the Captain, it was the dragons who deserved Doenall’s focus. As he strode out into the morning, his tuneless whistling running ahead of him through the camp, he could see them in his mind’s eye: large dragons, small ones, and the great huge beast who led them all. Each and every one of them was a murderer. Saint Hylfa was sure to help him track them down.

The night mists had not yet risen from Lake Baih, so peaceful now against the edges of the village. It was a moment of preparation for the winter storms to come. And those, the Captain was determined, would be the only foe the people of Doenall had to worry about this winter. This would be the autumn where they took revenge on the dragon hoards. Next would come the first peaceful winter in–how long? He had no way of knowing.

The Captain hastened forward to intercept Burl, one of his most trusted scouts. As always, she was draped in the dark brown, green, and blue tartan the Captain associated not so much with Mormaer Taff as with hunters and Saint Hylfa. The face paint on her tanned cheeks was smudged. All the soldiers had gotten lax about reapplying their paint, and the priests who blessed the painted markings had no doubt learned their rituals by heart. But paint was an important part of preparing for war, and the Captain didn’t appreciate slovenliness. 

Burl’s leather boots squelched in the mud as she turned off the path to meet him and he found the sound impossibly annoying. 

“Captain,” Burl began, her voice loud and excited enough to redirect his attention from her boots and smudged paint. “It’s true–the Kaoklai’s been sighted at the outpost just outside of town. It seems to be alone. This could be our chance!”

His heart leapt, but the Captain paused. “Alone? Are you certain?” Something in the depths of his mind said it wasn’t right. Why would the leader of the hordes be all alone–and near so many people? The Mormaers Baih kept their home in this town, not to mention the Temple of Saint Volta. The area was well-guarded even when there weren’t knights camped nearby.

“Aye! There’s no sign of any smaller ones as far as Dell, where the goatherd and his goats were eaten.” Burl winced, and rushed to add, “Feona and Alpenn are already on their way there, to the outpost.”

“Alpenn too? Ach, can the pair not wait?” The Captain shook himself from his uncertainty. The knight Feona was known to be fearless, and her fair-haired partner Alpenn stoutly followed wherever she went. That they were blessed by Saint Lowl, no one doubted. But they wouldn’t take credit for the fall of the dragon alone “We’ll rouse the camp. They’ll be needing all of us–all who are left. Is there anything else?”

“The True King has chosen to remain in the Citadel. A runner last night came from the Temple of Saint Lowl, saying some of their records had been stolen. Mormaer Baih asked again if we were going to fix the path into town. And Rowan, Saint Volta’s High Priest, wanted me to warn you it’s due to rain this afternoon.” Burl fell into step beside the Captain as he strode through hide tents, calling to the knights by name as he listened with one ear to her rattling off the news.

“What else is new?” The Captain spat and yelled at a few more knights who’d been slow to wake. He’d never quite trusted the word of Saint Volta and Their power with the weather, as the Baihs and their local priests did. “If it does, let’s just hope the King Beastie don’t like getting wet.” And, half grinning at his own joke and half with the thrill of oncoming battle–oncoming solutions–the Captain of the Guard turned to his own preparations.



​From the records of the Temple of Saint Volta


A proclamation of the Baihs

[Note: Proclamations of this sort were a common way for the government and temples to communicate with their followers in Doenall. They were read aloud in town squares and generally posted in public areas, with copies kept by the local temple for reference.]

––––––––
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Hear one, hear all!

By request of the Mormaer Baih

and the High Priest of Saint Volta,

all citizens are requested to 

STAY WITHIN THE OUTER WALLS TODAY

on account of the great and terrible battle happening outside!

Those wanting to know about it best go to the Priest,

lest they find themselves scorched by a dragon!

And let everyone be ready to greet our knights,

triumphant at last,

who have also promised a new road into Baih before winter!

Additionally, anyone with news of a dark stranger

said to have arrived last night

is to come to the Mormaer’s hall directly!

Saint Volta guide us all!



​From Feona’s personal papers


First journal entry, undated 

[Note: While the Doenallian knight Feona kept an extensive record of her thoughts, her first entries are in retrospect and therefore undated. As the dates in question become obvious in her retelling, I have arranged these excerpts chronologically with the other documents.]

––––––––
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The dragon fell, not with a roar or a whimper, but with the cracking of bones and scraping of scales as it slid down the watchtower and onto the stones below. Knights wearing Doenall’s colors scattered from its corpse and looked up, to cheer as we raised the pennant of victory.

That’s what I remember of the battle; I wish it was all I remembered. If this was a song, the minstrel would stop there. Maybe there’d be a verse about our happily ever after, something to remind everyone in the tavern that the show’s almost over and now’s the time for tips. Or prayers to the Saints. If Alpenn were awake, he’d say I am becoming cynical . . .

I guess I should begin before the end. But everything is so blurry. I know we got up very early to explore the forest where the dragon had been spotted. There were other troops in the area, but no one with the experience of Alpenn and me. Everyone else was there to fight the war; it was understood that we had a separate mission. It seemed like we’d been hunting Kaoklai forever. 

And that day, it wasn’t hard to find. This was no normal dragon. It shimmered when it moved, almost like it was covered in a coat of flames, and it was such a deep purple it was almost black. Its face was so hideous I had to steel myself to look at it. We took out its wings early on; that’s Alpenn’s strategy for dealing with dragons, small or big or huge like this one, wide enough to hold a whole house in its belly and as tall as the watchtower when it reared. It had this massive presence, like the air all around it was heavy. I think–maybe this is me just thinking about what happened afterward–but no, I do think I felt it even in the heat of battle: a sort of sadness. Like grief. Like even when it was fighting us, somehow it had already lost. 

We held it a long time, just Alpenn and me. We dodged the teeth and claws and kept at it, little by little, finally getting the high ground up on the outpost. At some point the captain and all his recruits joined in. I think Kaoklai must have known they were coming; now that I think of it, I remember the dragon rearing, after we’d torn through the skin of its vast wings, and looking over our heads like there was something else. It never got any reinforcements, though–never even called for them, as far as we knew. And it never tried to speak to us. I think–well, I think it’s best not to think about it more than I already have. We won, or anyway we thought we did. Alpenn called out to me in victory, and I could have kissed him right then–I could have done much more than that; I could have done anything. Sometimes I wonder if things would be different now if I had run across the rubble to join him sooner. Would I be the one injured? Would he or I be dead?

But at the time I knew nothing. I set away my sword and shield, and took off my helm to free my sweaty hair, and just enjoyed the sunlight and the breeze–it always seems especially sweet in the quiet after battle. We had journeyed for days from the Citadel and trained for years at arms for this moment. Doenall and all its people were safe. Safe! That’s exactly what I was thinking when I heard it.

Like a deer in a meadow, I wanted to turn to the source of the noise–but it was everywhere. Like an idiot I stood there and realized too late that I had been wrong. The great dragon didn’t die, not right away. Instead it made that awful noise, like nothing I’ve ever heard from a dragon before, and somehow it–it exploded. It had been below us, at the foot of the tower, and now it blew up all around us and over the soldiers below. There was wood and stone and scales and bones and blood everywhere, and the world was turned over, over and over again until I hit the ground so hard not even my heavy leather armor could soften the blow. I couldn’t hear anything but a ringing in my ears, a ringing I hear to this day. As soon as I could I scrambled up, scared about what might happen and honestly revolted because the acidic smell of the dragon was all around me. That’s when, under the cover of the trees past the remains of the dragon, I saw something. I saw it–the demon.

Like everyone, I’d heard stories about “the Dragontalker,” Dorchad, Duhgall–if they are even the same demon. I don’t know how one creature could have accomplished all the feats they lay at its door. One demon is the same as another, I suppose. They say all demons must be evil; that they may look a little like us, but they have no sympathy for humans, no loyalty to our kings. I hadn’t ever met one before. Uncle saw some, and the elders in town used to tell stories about many of them, but this was the first one I ever noticed. It stood in the trees, too far for me to get a good look, but I think I saw a black, spiked tail moving through the dust.

Then Alpenn cried out from under the rubble, for me and for saint Lowl, and slowly I realized I could hear the shouts of everyone else, though they sounded so far away. I ran to him, my boots slipping over the destruction. I thought for sure when I got to him that it was too late. There was blood everywhere, and pieces of his leather armor twisted and blackened like souls at the stake.

At first I thought Kaoklai must have killed him as its last dreadful act before it, too, died. Sometimes since, I–I must be strong enough to admit it–sometimes since I have wondered, and I know Alpenn has too, if maybe it should have.



​Khha Kommos’s Dying Cry


––––––––
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My blessing I gave, now a warning I give.

This was supposed to be the ending. The final battle in a long quest. I directed the vessel Kaoklai through victory after victory, so that finally, the destructive humans would be stopped. Our home would be returned to us, and the memories of our fallen kin. Retribution, at last. A satisfaction for grief. 

But I am not satisfied. I have been here long, longer than the others, and I know best–though I knew too little but moments ago. As metal and stone pierce scale and bone I cry out to God and Saint alike:

I warn you, kin-spirits, you must come,

Root out this vile weed! Dam this flood!

Seeds of grief were blindly spent

Stop the demon now or all repent.
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​Part Two
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When the rallying call 

Persecutes, it then may fall.

​From Aquilius, Scribe of Count Caeus


An impression

––––––––
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Aquilius had served Count Caeus of the Northern Territory for six long years. Living so far from the capitol, Baalen, was trial enough, but living amongst the barbarians made it even worse. The only thing that made it bearable, in Aquilius’s opinion, was the company of Caeus’s priests. They weren’t the refined, esoteric sort one found in Baalen; they were stout fellows with strong hearts, devotees of Saint Hylfa–hunters, deep down inside, all of them. Just to be around them brought out Aquilius’ mettle. As a boy born with a deformed spine, Aquilius had always found himself cast to the edges of Keep society. But with the roving hunters of Saint Hylfa, his tortured patriotism had merit.

Six long years he had served Caeus, writing daily reports of dragons and trade. Many a scribe would have sought a promotion in that time, but the longer he stayed, the more Aquilius thought that there was something in the Northern Territory that he needed. Something that would come to him if he laid his trap carefully.

It was the violence of the natives which brought that “something” to him. He did not know it at first. On his master’s orders, he sent out messengers in each of the four directions, all carrying sacks of gold, all blessed by Saint Baalen and Saint Hylfa both, all looking for one sellsword. It was when that sellsword turned up on the doorstep some months later that Aquilius encountered his moment.

Aquilius hunched over his parchment and quill in the receiving room of his master’s stone estate house. From his accustomed seat on a hard wooden chair in the corner, he could see perfectly. Count Caeus stood behind his brocade chair, his hand braced on its rounded arm, as the sellsword and an assistant of some kind were shown in through the double doors. 

Had he not the mettle of the priests in his veins, Aquilius would have been unable to take his notes. The sellsword wasn’t a roving countryman, as he had supposed; it wasn’t even a native. It was a creature even stranger and more distasteful than himself–short and stunted, dark, parts of its skin covered in tiny blackened scales. A barbed tail whipped behind stick-like legs and heavy boots. A large black hat in some hideous fashion obscured the face. 

Aquilius had to scrawl as fast as he could to regain ground, to write down the opening pleasantries from the Count. His faithful transcription was a little smudged, but he hadn’t missed any of the conversation in his shock, at least. The writing soothed him, and he settled into his routine.

“You know how we value timeliness here, Duhgall,” Count Caeus said. “I’m afraid you have already started off on bad footing.”

“Gotten a bit uptight, have we? Why’s that, Caeus? It couldn’t have anything to do with the local Mormaer, gods know.”

Aquilius’s quill skittered. No one ever spoke of the Old Ones; he hated even to write the ancient word. Had he heard correctly? The sellsword–Duhgall–seemed to speak perfect Keep, so it seemed likely. 

Count Caeus made a motion, and one of the manservants standing by the door cuffed the sellsword’s assistant by the ear. Aquilius had almost forgotten the person: it appeared to be a woman, gasping and struggling mightily for her sex, he thought. But he opted not to write down any of her protests. 

“Much like rulers, the deities do not look kindly upon those who take their beings lightly, Duhgall,” said the Count, motioning to the manservant that he’d done enough. “Make note.”

“I’ll make note in the history scrolls once I’ve slain them all, if they ever choose to mess with me,” said Duhgall arrogantly. “Did you just call us for a spot of fun, Caeus? Because with Khha Kommos fallen, I really would have thought you’d be busy reclaiming territory and whatnot.”

The Count shifted, his sandals pushing at the carpet. Aquilius heard the sound and disregarded it. “Kaoklai? The dragon, you mean. So the rumors are true. Tell me, was it you?”

“Of course not. It was some of Doenall’s champions.”

At this word, too, Aquilius hesitated. With a tsk and another motion to the manservant, Count Caeus expressed his disapproval. “Such a banal, untruthful name.” The sellsword’s companion grunted in pain. 

“And yet it’s why you need my help.”

“I am not in need of your help any more than you are in need of my gold, Duhgall.”

In a shockingly good imitation of a court bow, the sellsword acknowledged the Count’s wit.

With a smile, Count Caeus continued. “Your task is to eliminate the impostor who styles himself ‘mormaer.’”

“Sounds like a good day’s work. Which one?”

“It is the one in nearby Julyus who has been stirring up the most unrest lately. He is a scourge upon the countryside, exploiting the work of his fellows, filling their heads with lies and false dreams. The sooner he is put down, the better.”

Aquilius recorded the end of this small speech with a flourish. In his best moments, he wondered if anything back home in Baalen could be as satisfying as hunting down such blatant, abusive fools, and he thanked Saint Hylfa for his part in the task.

But the sellsword, it seemed, was not suitably impressed. “Always in such a hurry, aren’t you, Caeus. Well, I don’t see why I couldn’t oblige you. However, I will need my assistant fully functional–and due compensation, of course.”

“Of course.” Count Caeus waved and the manservant released the assistant, whose restraint had completely escaped Aquilius’s notice. Next, the Count spoke to another of the servants: “Priscis, deliver to Duhgall half of her price–and the instrument.”

Aquilius’s ink stained straight through the parchment as he forgot to move his quill. His unthinking repugnance at the idea that the sellsword was female was soon overtaken by an arrow through his heart. The “instrument” was Saint Hylfa’s Horn. 

At first glance a common drinking vessel of carved bone, the Horn was as twisted as Aquilius himself. Perhaps that was why he felt such an affinity for it. He loved it dearly, the way one loves a keepsake from another life, even though he had only seen it twice before. Usually it was kept in a blessed box in the Sanctuary. Why would they give a relic to a monster? 

Aquilius’s blood rose. His hearing grew dim. He watched the sellsword weigh the sack of gold and complain about its contents with a red haze behind his eyes. This is it, his feet and arms tingled, this is the thing. But what is the thing? His mind drew back, blank.

“What’s this horn?” said the sellsword, swinging the holy relic by its leather strap.

“It is most assuredly not a toy,” said Count Caeus, and the assistant cowered at the power in his voice. “The local priests gifted it to me years ago. A sign of loyalty. You are of course familiar with the Saint Hylfa? We recognize Them in Baalen as well, though the version you natives worship here is . . . less refined.”

“You just heard me express disdain for the gods,” the sellsword pointed out. Aquilius was no longer writing. “Why would you think that giving me this is a good idea?”

But it is a good idea, thought Aquilius suddenly. It is a good idea to have it.

“Watch your tongue, Duhgall. That you continue to enjoy its presence in your skull is a luxury, not a right. Shall we use your companion to demonstrate?”

“Let’s not move to a new matter before we’ve cleared up the first. Remember, Caeus, natives are slow. What’s this cursed thing for?”

“The horn will prove to me that your job is done. Bring it back to me filled with the Mormaer’s blood. Do you understand that?”

“If you mean to ask me, ‘have you heard about the Horn of Witness and its powers,’ the answer is yes. If you mean to ask ‘do you know why we’re using the physical manifestation of a saint for one peasly mormaer–’”

“You only shall see the rest of your payment when the horn is full. You’ll not wiggle out of this one, Duhgall.”

“Me, wiggle out of something?”

The whistling in Aquilius’ ears was too loud now. It would be good to have it, to Witness the Hunt, to reach the end, to look back at everyone victorious. It would be good.

The sellsword stood still. The Horn dangled from its strap, from those insidious fingers with the pointed black nails. Aquilius recoiled. 

“Well,” said the sellsword, “is that all, Count?”

“We are done. Be quick. And remember, the Horn will spill every drop of blood if you lie.”



​From the correspondence of the Mormaers Behr


Personal letter from the Mormaer at court

[Note: In Doenall, letter-writing is generally the province of Mormaers alone. Many Mormaers find the practice necessary as they maintain a presence in the King’s court and also oversee their affairs at home, often through an appointed steward or family member. Such correspondence is carried by pages in the Mormaer’s employ and kept on record at the Mormaer’s home. Mormaer Behr in particular was known for being very involved with the affairs at court, and a prolific letter writer.]

––––––––

[image: ]


Dated the Fourth Day After the Fall of Kaoklai

To my loyal Steward:

You wouldn’t believe the festivities our True King is putting on, even if I were to tell you. News of the dragons’ defeat reached court three days ago and none of us in the Citadel have slept a wink since! Knights, pages, Mormaers, and peasants alike from all reaches of Doenall have come to share in the celebration. Try to imagine it: there is music, day and night, and dancing in the halls and all the streets. When they’re not celebrating, many of the knights and mormaers are in line at Saint Lowl’s Temple waiting to be Painted with symbols of victory. That stuffy old cook finally found her honey pots and has made nothing but cakes and the best roasted game, and the mead flows without end. ‘Tis truly a happy day to be alive.

Even the ladies have been feeling it, and have been quite free–except that old crone Dylenn. I suppose she sowed all her wild oats back during the Water Festival, though between you and me, I hear she won’t have much to reap for it. Egar has his eye on another lass, this will make one even dozen since spring–mayhap one of them will finally catch on. But when she does, no doubt he will tighten up his purse strings on the rest of us, so let us hope for vacant-minded maids! Now that the war is over, they are all hoping for a season of marriages. Gladly they forget the horse trainer and the head steward’s ward, and pay favors to the returning knights. 

We’ve yet to hear from our newest champions, Feona and Alpenn. Rumor has it they slew the great beast alone. Apparently one of them was injured in the fight.

Our True King is in very fine spirits, as well he should be! This will be the second time he has delivered our fair country from tyrants. None of the Mormaers could deny him now. There is talk he’ll embark on a great tour soon, to visit all the corners of the land–and if he does we’d best be ready, so tell Seeley she needs to make up her mind about the new tartan, won’t you? And make sure she doesn’t redecorate the fort with anything too expensive. The fashion in tapestries here in court is sunbursts and hopeful scenes; all those dreary battle scenes will finally fade away, I hope. It is so droll here, I wish you could see it–the only one to spoil it is that crass High Priest, but everyone knows he’s had his eye on the throne for years, ever since we got rid of the Keeps, so we no longer pay him any mind. 

Write immediately and tell me about the tartan. And anything else we might need to get ready. And see to it the boys break open a cask, won’t you? If they haven’t already. Now is the time for revelry!

In the name of Saint Cara,

Behr



​From Feona’s personal papers


Journal entry, undated

––––––––
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The healers along the southern border were skilled, but they are nothing compared to the healers at the Citadel. At Baih, all they could do was save Alpenn’s life. It was up to me to make the journey back with him, to save his hopes, his faith, his skill, his soul. I would have rather fought a thousand dragons, but they’ve all flown now their leader is fallen.

I see now how these pitiable pages of parchment will carry my burden, as I then carried Alpenn. The emotions I write here are dishonorable, unworthy of the Painted mark of the knight the Temple gave me so long ago. And–anything I feel, Alpenn must feel threefold. His faith in Saint Lowl has seen him through it, I know. It is beyond what I can understand.

We met, Alpenn and I, when we were young and thought we were in our prime. It was a contest of arms when the True King had just ascended, Saints preserve him. I had never met a knight so gracious in defeat, and Alpenn said he’d never met one so bold with a lance. There in court, surrounded by all kinds of scandals, we were shy. But as we started to quest together, after we’d taken our Oaths of service, we couldn’t deny it for long. 

I don’t remember now how many quests we completed, how many dragons we have killed. But I know how silly I was when I was young. Living and fighting with Alpenn at my side has made me better than I ever could have been, many times over. 

And still all I could do was carry him back to the Citadel. Even now, I can’t take away his pain or help him stand. 

They still don’t know what it is, the weapon that did this to my Alpenn. I think it must be a piece of one of that cursed dragon’s scales. It nearly severed his backbone. Now that we are here in the Citadel, the healers watch him as he struggles to lift his head, and they say he should thank the Saints he can move at all. The waters of Saint Lowl only do so much to help. Maybe one day my faith will return to me; today I can’t find it in my heart to give thanks for something that causes him so much pain. 

They did at least remove the cursed thing, the healers, and they give him poultices and tisanes for the pain. Maybe I ought to be thanking the Old Ones, who at the beginning of the world nurtured the herbs which now make our medicines! But such thoughts are blasphemous, and I will think them no more. I never realized how parchment brings out the worst in people. 



​From the story of Annis


A confession

[Note: Annis’ tale is told by herself, in her own words. The circumstance of her telling will become clear. But as her testimony was given all at one time, and the events in her narrative clearly correspond with larger events, the excerpts are undated.]

––––––––
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I don’t expect you’re interested in me–you’ll be wanting to hear about her. 

You probly already know what most people know, even though a lot of them think they don’t (stupid). Aye, she’s a demon. Half human, half dragon, all fire and fierceness and sacreligion. She ain’t even the only one. What do you expect in a country that borders the dragonlands, people being what they are? I hain’t seen any others–I take it life ain’t too kind to them, and their neighbors are worse–but I’ve seen an awful lot of her, and she seems to get along pretty well, considering. 

There are so many things I could tell you (and even more I wouldna dare). We’ve been at this a long time, her and me. I’d say it was since we finished up training, but that’d be a lie: the truth is I was a few seasons out of training and still hanging around the guild, because everyone knew I’d never make a good rogue. I’m more of a bard at heart. By rights she should’ve had a few seasons left, but Midnight–that’s what her adopted family called her, and her adopted family as good as ran the rogue’s guild (still does)–was already done. I won’t say she was a natural, unless ‘natural’ you take to mean ‘ignores all the rules and learns what she pleases.’ I won’t say she was good, either, because you’ll know by now that she’s the best in the world at what she does. 

She has a bunch of names now. Myself, I like Ailith, because when you look at her dark blue skin and dark black clothing and dark silvery tail every day it gets old real quick calling her “dark stranger” or “blue warrior” or what have you (that’s Dorchad and Duhgall, if you’re already drunk and dinna see what I did there). And those are her more flattering names. Sometimes I still call her Dragontalker, but only when she’s already annoyed. 

Anyway, I know what you’re interested in. Was it her plan all along? Would she do it again? Well, trust me–we ain’t there yet. I ain’t saying I can help you understand, ’cause I donna understand myself, but it makes a bloody good story, so just sit back and enjoy the wait. 

When the dragon war was over, I figured things’d go quiet awhile. We’d been busier than Saints, doing jobs for humans and dragons both. Then came along this offer from the Count. We’d been known to work with him before–an’ Ailith knew him well, if you follow my drift. So, when he wanted us to take out the local “rebel leader,” as he called it, ’tweren’t a surprise. But that night after we’d set up outside town was the first time in a while Ailith really, I mean really, surprised me. I’m used to being kind of surprised: it comes with the sidekick territory. But this I dinna see coming–and neither did the Keeps (idiots). 

In their own language, their name for themselves means something like “Keepers of Gold.” So I’ve heard, anyway, and given the way Count Whats-his-face looks at his chest of coin, I’m game to believe it. (That is, the way he looked at it.) No one else calls them that, though–the Keepers of Gold or whatever. Thieving mercantile scum, the lot of them, and it just shows you what kind of luck we in Doenall have, that to the north we have dragons and to the south we have Keeps. 

They pay well with all that gold, though, and usually Ailith can talk them up one side and down the other, and charm their silly robes off besides. With the dragon war all but over, I suppose she saw this job as a way to keep sharp. Seemed to me we’d do it and be back in a quarter moon for more. 

She had me set up Dragon’s Breath on a cliff just outside of town–it was thriving, what with the new house being built for the Mormaer Taff’s brother. The Mormaer herself is a grand old lady, lost an arm fighting off the Keeps, likes better to live in a tent near the action than a fancy house. There’s a woman I can respect. Her brother though, the fellow who to the Keeps was a rebel, is just another landholdin’ lawmaker, devoted to his family and to Saint Hylfa. The town he wanted to set up shop in used to be nothing more than a dirty crossroads, until the Keeps’ summer palace went up nearby years ago. In fact, from our hillside, we could see Count What’s-it’s digs all lit up like the Festival of Lanterns, probably already celebrating his victory (enjoy ’em while they last, I say–but before they even start? ’Tis fair enough that when you hire Ailith the deed’s as good as done. Especially if you have the Saint’s Horn to make sure she kills who you want her to–although–we’ll get to that later). No doubt he had a score or more of the local maidens and prettiest boys in there with him. 

Ailith sat there staring at the town, her hair mussed by the wind, a frown on her face.

“If you’re getting impatient,” I told her, “you can take a shot at it yourself.” It was a joke, see. The reason it’s my job to set up the weapon is because it’s a bit difficult, I suppose, when the barrel of the infernal thing ends up being longer than you are tall. They say demons are bigger than normal folk, what with the dragon heritage, but I guess Ailith was the runt. No one’s ever lived long enough to say the word in her presence, though, so do me a favor and if you fancy suicide, find some other way than to drag me into it by ever telling her I told you so. 

“You’re the impatient one,” Ailith retorted. “But don’t worry, the shot I take as soon as you’re done is one they’ll remember for a long time.”

“Aye, they always are.” And not well, either, but I dinna say that, because I knew she wouldna care. Makes no difference to me: there’s more opinions in the world than blades of grass.

She took out Saint Hylfa’s Horn while she waited, turning it this way and that in the moonlight like she was trying to decipher the patterns on it. Now, I know a thing or two about such matters. My sect was of Saint Cara, not Saint Hylfa, but you pick this stuff up in the business. Each Saint or God–not that anyone other than Ailith talks about the Gods much, being as it can bring misfortune if you say the wrong thing–anyway, each Holy Body has a Holy Relic. I’ve only ever seen one, but you hear tell of ‘em here and there. They say Saint Hylfa’s Horn depicts the scene of your greatest hunt–or sometimes of the dastards which’re hunting you. I wondered which it was for Ailith. 

“That horn telling you tales?” I asked her after I got the supports in place.

“Oh yes,” she said. That tail of hers flicked o’er the grass. And in the next moment she drew out a dagger and brought the hilt of it crashing down on the relic, which resounded with a bull’s cry and a flash of white edged in a scream and then all at once it lay dead in her hands, cleaved in two.

I took notice at once, as would anyone, and swore. “By all that’s holy, Ailith! Tell me you dinna!”

“Dinna what, Annis?” Ailith turned to me with eyes like blades. “You know exactly what I did.”

“But it was Hylfa! Saints alive! If you dinna want t’ take it back, we could’ve at least returned it to the priests!”

“No. The saints are not alive. They are lies and dreams, that’s all.”

“Think what you like, but e’en so, it was someone else’s dream, Ailith!” I gave up setting up her weapon for a spell, and just looked at her. Even thinking about it now I feel my eyes widen in disbelief. That was the first time I ever really thought it might be better to leave her alone, to the personal hell she was so intent to make. A Keep idea, that, but she took to it all the same.

“Well,” she said, “now it’s my experiment. It’ll serve as an answer, too.”

“An answer to what? Saints preserve us!”

“‘Preserve us’ indeed–but only some of us, isn’t that right, Annis?” Ailith kept at it, breaking the horn into little tiny bits in the grass. “Nothing more than a nightmare,” she muttered, watching the thing with eyes intent as she slammed the dagger on each piece. 

I thought to stop her, but it were far too late. Mayhap she was looking for its weak spot all along, I thought. Could be it really did show her a picture she dinna like. The way she searched out the remains and broke them, I could believe that. 

“Finish your work or leave,” she commanded me after a time. “I’ll get along without you.”

Between you and me, that’s probably what did it. Snapped me out of the shock, you know. She says those things and I always have the same reaction. Great warrior she might be, but she wouldna get nowhere on her own. And if I were to show up back at the guild without her, Quick’d have me in my grave afore I hung up my cloak. 

I finished up without saying a word, but I was paying attention. She mixed the pieces of the horn in with the ammunition. I was barely backing away from the barrel, only just starting to wonder why we were still carrying out this job killin’ the Mormaer anyway, when she came up with the tinder and pushed me away.

“Oi, now–” I protested, but when I recovered, I saw why she’d done it.

She was moving it. Hauling the blasted barrel around, throwing all her little weight into it like a desperate animal. “You set it up in the wrong direction,” she said.

“Ailith, I ain’t saying I disagree, but are you sure–”

She struck the light and the world crumpled under the noise of the explosion, as it does with every shot. I couldna hear anything, not even myself, but the words kept coming out anyway: “–you mean to fire on the Count who we’re working for? I donna think he’ll pay us the rest o’ the fee now!”

Ailith ignored me and focused on reloading. Dragon’s Breath roared again, and again, steady, more slow and regular and more loud than thunder. That poor hillside never heard anything like it. She used up all her shot and by that time it weren’t just the Count that was dead.

While my ears were still ringing, Ailith turned to me, her spirits recovered. “You ought to know better, Annis. This wasn’t ever work–this was just a game to pass the time. I’d half believe Caeus wanted us to do this, paying me upfront as he did. As it is, I suppose there’s gold between his ears rather than brains. But that’s his misfortune, now, isn’t it?”

Ailith and her strange weapon sat immovable as the wind rustled the long grass, the rubble on the cliff, the workings in my head. There in the dark, I shivered like a babe. “No one else has anything like Dragon’s Breath. They’ll know it was us.”

“Good. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to go down and sign my name on the ruins,” said Ailith.

“But why?”

“Because I wanted to. Why else?”

“There are–there were innocent folks down there! Ailith, you canna keep killin’ everyone just ’cause you feel like it! An’ Saints above, the Horn on top of it all–”

“You think I should wait to kill until someone tells me to?”

“The dragon war is over, Ailith! For Saints’ sake, what is it you’re hopin’ to do?”

Ailith laughed. I hate that laugh she gets, like she’s already done whatever you don’t want her to do. Saints, I hain’t to this day heard anything to set me more on edge. She stood and patted my head. “Don’t worry, Annis. Some day you’ll grow up, I’m sure. And in the meantime,” she added with a look over the smoking wreck of the summer palace, “I feel an even bigger war coming on.”

I stood too–I hadn’t even realized I’d sat. As I shifted there from foot to foot on the cliff, looking down at the people swarming like so many injured, crazed ants, Ailith bustled around her contraption.

“Come on, pack up. We’re done here.”

“But there’re still soldiers–”

“There will always be soldiers,” said Ailith, flicking her tail. Cheeky bitch. I had her in my bed for a while–donna think it’s anything important; half the kingdom has, at one point or another–and I’ve still never seen her as satisfied as she gets with someone else’s blood on her hands. “Someone else can have the fun of killing those ones. We have other things to do.”

That’s where it started. Another war, not with dragons this time but with Keeps aimin’ for revenge. I coulda told ’em then and there that no one ever catches Ailith. They was bound to lose from the start. 

She never did tell me what the horn showed. Was it the Saints themselves that made her smash up the horn and kill the Count–as a sacrifice, blessing-like (or should it be curse-like?), to rid the Doenallians of Keeps? Or was it just her own vicious, demonic nature, always looking for the next hunt? Well, I’m just a failed acolyte, half a rogue, never a bard. I’m only here to hold the bags. Better you could puzzle it out than me. 



​From the records of the Northern Temple of Hylfa


A proclamation

––––––––
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To all ye citizens of Doenall,

hunters and others alike!

To all who bear 

the Painted bow of Hylfa!

The invading Keeps once took our land–

they took our brethren–

they left us to the dragons–

and now they have taken even more!

They seek to take our prey,

and ruin our hunt,

and let our children go unfed.

Under their power, Hylfa falters!

Rise up, strong in your belief,

in support of your Temple and your kingdom.



​From the correspondence of the Mormaers Behr


A Letter from the Mormaer at court

––––––––
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Dated the Twelfth Day After Kaoklai’s Defeat

No time at all–True King murdered at practice today–Citadel in chaos–why did it have to happen now, when half of everyone is drunk, and the other half sleeping off their stupor? The only sober ones are the Exalted Priest and his dratted High Priestlings, who are calling treason and want to shut us all down. We all know it was their little black sheep prattling about “Saints’ vengeance” who was to blame! They must be stopped. Thank Saint Lowl that Muir, the high steward, at least has some sense. He stood up in the meeting just now and said it’s really much more likely to have been Keep spies, and quite right. Meanwhile word from Hylfa’s temple is only getting worse. More on that later, but for now send them something, won’t you, and cancel the celebratory tartan–I’ll not be paying for such frivolity now!

In the name of Saint Cara,

Behr



​From the court records of His Holiness the Emperor of Baan


A court transcript

[Note: Just as the provincial scribes kept record of their employers’ doings, a legion of scribes employed by the Keep Emperor kept record of everything said and done in the capital. These records are extremely extensive. Only the most relevant excerpts have been presented here. Additionally, it was not uncommon for Keep scribes and in fact all native speakers to create acronyms at will. In the court records most acronyms refer to a person’s name or title. The first time a name is mentioned, I have endeavored to write it in full if possible.]

––––––––
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Dated the Tenth Day of His Holiness’ Third Month of Autumn.

Proceedings: His Holiness admitted one of the Special Services into the receiving hall to make a report to the Counts and Scribes in attendance. 

Conversation as follows:

Special Services Operative: Oh Majesty, truly Most Glorious in All the Land, Blessed by Saint Baalen, your humble servant is come with knowledge of the fate of Count Caeus of the Northern Region, Ward of Hylfa.

His Holiness: Go on.

SSO: Many thanks, Oh Majesty. The Great Count Caeus, master of coffer and battlefield both, loved by all who met him, entrusted with the rule of a large endowment of the northern–

His Holiness: Well?

SSO: He’s dead, Oh Majesty.

(Receiving Room at Large: What?)

His Holiness: Silence!

His Holiness: Except you, dimwit. What do you mean he’s dead?

SSO:  Oh Majesty, he was killed.

His Holiness: You don’t say.

SSO: If you so bid it, Oh Majesty.

His Holiness: Well I don’t! How was Caeus killed? Out with it, before you join him in the Saints’ Lands.

SSO: The Most Admirable Count Caeus of—

His Holiness: Now!

SSO: He was shot, Oh Majesty. By an explosion. 

(RRL begins whispering. “You don’t get shot by explosions, fool,” says Count Aelianus–“It must have been Dorchad! I told him not to hire her!” says Count Blandus–“What does he mean by speaking such a heathen name?” unknown speaker–“You mean The Dragon?” says Count A–says Count Varius, “That bitch!”)

His Holiness: Silence! If the Count hired such a person, why should they kill him?

His Holiness: Oh, go on already. Report!

SSO: Oh Majesty, I have nothing to report about The Dragon.

(RRL: What?)

His Holiness: What??

SSO: But there are tales of a demon who has a weapon that shoots explosions–

(RRL erupts. Says Count V, “It doesn’t shoot explosions, it makes them!”–“What need had Caeus of hiring an unknown hunter?” says Count Otho–“The demon probably tricked him into it!” says Count B–“Just as she tried to trick my General!” says Count V–“And she betrayed my ships’ captain!” Count A –“And she ran off with my kitchen maid!” Count B–“What?” said generally by all.)

His Holiness: Enough! Were there any demands? What of Caeus’ palace? What of the Relic of Hylfa?

SSO: Oh Majesty, Most Magnanimous Ruler of All Baan, it’s gone. The demon’s gone. It’s all gone.

His Holiness: Gone where?

(In the Receiving Room, Count B whispers, “It’s true, you know,” and Count V replies, “I know. It very nearly seduced my wife.”)

His Holiness: And what of the wretched province’s rebel leader? What have they to do with this?

SSO: Their celebration of the dragon’s death was cut short, Oh Majesty. It seems they have some internal squabbles.

(RRL murmurs. “Well, does this ‘Dragon’ work for them or not?” asks Count O–“Of course not, idiot, they’re always getting eaten by dragons, the demon was probably the one who killed their old king,” says Count A.)

His Holiness: There never was a king!

(RRL continues. “Of course not, Oh Majesty, your humble servant begs forgiveness,” says Count A–says Count B, “I heard he was killed by his own pagan cult leaders. His daughter is one of them, you know,”–“Peasants! Bah!” says RRL–“Well his daughter didn’t inherit, did she?” says Count A–says Count B, “Maybe she was only half a daughter–you know how those northerners will mate with anyone; their new supposed king is a bastard–”)

His Holiness: There is no king!

(RRL: Of course not, Oh Majesty.)

His Holiness: What we need is a new Count to take Caeus’ place in charge of the Northern Region. Who will volunteer?

His Holiness: You, what’s your name?

SSO: Jonaeus, Oh Majesty?

His Holiness: Congratulations. You’re now the Count of the Northern Region. 

(RRL snickers. Says Count A, “Try not to die by an ‘explosion’”–“And keep a close eye on your maids,” says Count B.)

Report concluded.



​From Feona’s personal papers


Journal entry, dated the Fourth Day of the True King’s Death Observance

––––––––
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I got back from the healers’ a few days ago to find the place in such confusion I half thought the dead dragon Kaoklai had come back for its revenge. 

But it was no dragon; it was some human scheme, a foe I’m not equipped to fight. Alpenn was always the more political thinker, but he was stuck in the healers’ tent. All over the grounds at the Citadel servants and pages were running one way, then another; thinking a fire had started, I caught one by the bronze spike on his shoulderguard and made him speak. He’s the one who told me; the True King, Saints rest his soul, had died suddenly on the practice grounds. Doenall’s first king, the only one to gather the mormaers together, gone. And in his wake, the priests discovered a corrupt plot among their own ranks in the Temple.

Well, it is now a little later, as I said. I went back to Alpenn at once and told him; now he hears all about the news from the acolytes who help him when the healers are busy. They come and tend him, and they talk. Then he talks to me, and I think that even bedridden as he is, he knows the Citadel gossip better than I do. 

Alpenn always did have a liking for Callum. He is like that: he does not judge a person by rumors, or by station. I’m not above admitting that at first, years ago, I dismissed Callum as little more than a serving boy, the harmless result of a mistake the old King had made in his youth. Surely the mormaers and the priests must have thought this way too, for no one expected him to rise. But when he did, as soon as Alpenn knew of it, he insisted on being taken to the meeting to express his support. 

I agreed, and went with Alpenn, of course. In these recent days, I have heard much about Callum’s conduct–how he went at once to the practice grounds, and saw to all the proper arrangements for the True King’s body with great presence of mind and nobility. If asked about it, he always says it was Muir who put him up to it; but that is his modesty speaking, no doubt. Some are born to lead, to remain calm amid the chaos; and since he is too old now to be a knight, to lead at court may be Callum’s great purpose. 

They gathered earlier today, all the mormaers, to have a vote. They’ve done it only once before, for the True King. It all seems like useless ceremony to me. But it is good we went, though it meant two acolytes had to carry Alpenn on a chair between them, and tend him the entire time; I suppose it is difficult for mormaers to go against the two champions of the realm, especially when Alpenn went to such lengths to be there. So Callum said to me, anyway. He came to see us this evening, just after I had helped Alpenn back to bed. I think I can remember the conversation line for line:

“It would be awful of me not to thank you,” he told me. “Had you and Alpenn not stood on my behalf at the meeting today, I might not be standing any longer.” And on instinct, not remembering that this man is going to be King, I admonished him as though he were no more than a page, telling him not to think such thoughts. Fortunately, he laughed and went on, “I understand Alpenn made a point to leave his sickbed to make his decision heard. I would hate to disturb him now, but please thank him for me as soon as he rises.” I promised that I would, and he added, “Then I am now doubly in your debt.”

He may have said something else but I regret to say I didn’t hear it–I stood there looking at him in surprise. He has the same bright eyes and messy black hair as he did when he was a little boy following at Muir’s heels, and yet he seems entirely different now. After a while he asked if he might ask something of me, and of course I said he may; and so he said, “I was wondering what you and Alpenn plan to do, when he recovers?” I had to tell him then that the healers think he might never recover, not fully. I shifted to make sure my words were not audible from the bed. Alpenn sleeps like the dead, but I hate to tempt ill fortune. I was busy thinking of that and was doubly surprised when Callum went on to ask if we would consider staying here, in the fortress at the Citadel, as advisors to the King!

I have no doubt Alpenn would do well at it, though he might not like thinking of himself as a counselor rather than a knight. But I still fail to see what use the King could have of me, if not felling evil face to face. But then he said I could not only advise him but also be of some use teaching the pages, and I admit the idea of helping the recruits is interesting. 

The last thing before he left: he kindly inquired after my parents, having heard that they were landholders not far from here under Mormaer Eloch, Saint Manya rest their souls. Then he asked if, since they were landholders, they had taught me to write; and hearing that they had, he said, “then I would like you to have these.” He handed me this very stack of pieces of parchment, unbound, of jagged edges and various sizes. “Muir and the others found them in the disgraced High Priest’s things, but please, don’t hold it against them. Like as not they were meant to be bound into a religious text. That purpose is abandoned now, though, and I can’t help but think that if these parchments can act as a sympathetic ear in your time of trial, it will be a more worthy calling.”

I looked at them, wondering what he meant about my time of trial. Alpenn is the one in pain, but he does not know how to write; how would parchment help him? It is only now, after I have scrawled over half a dozen pages, that I understand. Callum himself went on to say it: “Someone wise once told me that time is a balm for all wounds and writing is the skill to apply it.”

He left shortly after, and now I see I have written well into the night, recounting all that has happened. If I can thank the Saints for little else, I can at least thank them for our new King. May he live long and well!



​From the notes of an Ear, dated the fifteenth day of His Holiness’ Third Month of Autumn


A conversation between Muir, head steward, and the cook, from beneath the open kitchen window

[Note: The Keep presence in Doenall remained, including an extensive network of spies. These would often pose as simple laborers in prestigious homes or at court, then position themselves so they might overhear conversations. The Keeps considered it the work of the employers, rather than the spies, to determine what was important. Therefore a spy’s record of a conversation, while often audio only, would be as detailed as possible.]

––––––––
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“Gie’t up then. How’d ye know?”

“I assure you I did not.”

“Donna pull that shite wit’ me. I known our Callum since he was a wee one an’ his mum, Saints rest her soul, carried him round on her hip. No little lad like that could ha’ made hisself the king.”

“He is a grown man now, and there is no one more worthy of the title.” Muir chuckles.

A thump as though Cook, a ponderous woman, lays her hand upon the kitchen table. “An’ since when do the deservin’ ones get it? Tha’s just what I’m on about. You knew them rats was up to schemes an’ you did something.”

“I have been too busy with preparations for the conclusion of the True King’s Death Observance to conceive any schemes, good woman. I fear you are mistaken.”

“Aye, an’ you’ll say next sweet Callum put it altogether then?”

“A curse upon you for saying such things! You’d best watch your tongue.”

“Well I ain’t the only one what’s sayin’ it. But any body wit’ sense knows it were that sciving bloody priest, an’ tha’s why I’m sayin’ it makes no sense. Not tha’ I ain’t full glad, but–Saints bless, Muir, if you didn’t know, ain’t you worried for the poor boy?”

“As I have told you, he is a man, and fully capable of handling himself.” Muir’s voice very definite. “He simply happened to be at the right place at the right time, Cook. After his show of leadership at the practice grounds, many of the mormaers have come to rely upon him for reassurance and information during the Observance. If you ask me, it’s the stroke of good fortune Doenall has needed these long years.”

Next a long silence–splashing sounds audible through window. Cook assumed to be washing dishes, Muir sitting at the table (drinking?). 

Cook speaks. “’Twere you what put him there.”

“What of it, if I did? He’s a veritable Saint compared to those who were hunting for the throne.”

“He’s a Saint full stop, bastard or no. If anything happens to him his mum will rise from her grave an’ haunt you, with Saint Manya’s Blessing. And so will I.”

“You couldn’t possibly–”

“I hope you know wha’ you’re about.”

“Know everything, my dear woman, and never write down any of it or confirm what you can help. It was the late king who taught us that, was it not?” A chink, as a cup placed upon a place. “And you have better things to do than worry or speculate, Cook. The coronation has been set in four days’ time.”

A clatter. “But the grand finish of the Observance’s only tomorrow!”

“And how much time do you think ought to pass before Doenall has a new king? Really, don’t look at me that way. The High Priests helped set the date, since they have to coordinate Saint Lowl’s Mark being Painted on him to mark him King, and take his Oath. It would have been the first day of the Heather Festival; surely you were planning for a feast, anyway?”

Much muttering, unintelligible. A crash, a splash, and finally, Muir’s deep laugh.



​Graewenhofgeyr, known as “The Scholar” among her fellow dragons


Recollections 

––––––––

[image: ]


In the southern lands where the snow was light,

I found a stone tower in a forgotten glen.

There I waited, perched out of sight,

Thinking over the fate of my lost kin.

––––––––
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I knew well the one I must find

And I wondered if she knew what she’d done.

Alone,  a dragon can die; when dragon and God bind

Together, their fates become one.

––––––––
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Khha Kommos was gone, never to take another vessel;

The tie between God and host must have been strong

In those last moments. So strong the impossible

Had come to pass–a mere quirk of fate? Or something more wrong?

––––––––
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Calling upon my gift innate,

I sensed her thoughts at the edge of my range.

She thought of ice and poor bedmates.

When I spoke to her, she found it strange.

––––––––

[image: ]


How poorly the Little One knew my kind!

Ignorant, she asked her friend for the source of the voice

My voice, which rang only in her mind.

The stalwart Annis heard no noise.

––––––––
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>Have you not met with this power?< asked I

As I felt her move through the brush to the glen.

I knew the Little One was young, yet I was surprised

To see her emerge from the trees, and yell then,

––––––––
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“Your power is new to me–if you really can speak to thoughts–

But I see the art of secrecy remains a stranger to you!”

Her pose full of angles, hip cocked

As though a specter from the past had come into my view.

––––––––
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But how had she seen me? I could not say–

I did not ask by mind, for my power ebbed;

Instead I drew myself up to the top of the tower, in the light of day,

And from the other side of the clearing a hunter fled.

––––––––
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“Oi, you’re scarin’ the natives,” Annis called,

Larger and more pleasant than her companion, sharp and lithe.
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