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The Stones of Power


Chapter One




Friendship is worth the will to believe,

That first is forgiveness, the hardest to achieve,

Second is trust, the hardest to give,

And love is not last, but the constant in the weave.




Morgorth

Aishe danced for me.

I’d enchanted a crystal to create music but it was quiet and didn’t overpower the natural melody of the island. The gentle waves lapped the sands as I watched my bondmate dance, clothed only in skin and sunlight. I sat on a blanket, entranced by his grace and beauty. His long, pale limbs moved with a fluidity I could never accomplish, not with all the magick in the world. His snow-white hair seemed weightless as it spun around his head, framing his noble face. His bright green eyes were closed, but they’d flash open now and again to make sure I was still watching, the hint of mischief and amusement warming me from the inside out.


He’d been clumsy as a child. Ungainly, awkward, with too much courage and too little skill. Now look at him! He was a brave warrior who could—and did—hold his own. He was also an accomplished healer, desiring to mend instead of rend. And he was mine. Before our friends and families, and before the Mother and the Hunter—our creator deities—we’d made a pledge, an oath, a promise. Bound together for the rest of our lives and even into the afterlife, we were mates. A mere year ago, such a commitment would have scared the shit out of me. But now it terrified me not to commit. Aishe was my better half. The dialen who made me want to be a better mage. He gave me hope and love and trust. Safety. The fact he wanted me with equal fervor was astonishing and not something I would ever give up.


We were on a small, private island. Alone and secreted away from the world, from responsibilities, from impending doom and tragic pasts. We were in a bubble of love and adoration, and it was the first time in my entire life that I’d truly managed to let go and live in the moment.

The very fact I sat there, also naked, without shame or fear was testament to the rare peace I’d found.

The music faded, and Aishe opened his eyes, a soft smile playing over his full, pink lips. Of course I was aroused but it was a languid, simmering heat instead of the lightning strike it had been mere hours before. Upon arriving a week ago, we’d stripped bare and spent most of our time that way. I’d remembered to bring lotion to prevent burning our asses under the intense sun, but other than that, we had no worries.

“Your turn,” Aishe said as he sauntered over. He dropped to his knees next to me and leaned down to steal a kiss.

I pushed into him, relishing his taste and touch. It didn’t matter how often we were intimate, I craved more each time.

He pulled away, and I opened my eyes.

“No.”

Aishe grinned. “Yes. I want to watch you. I want to see the sunlight dance over your skin. Please?”

I scowled but there was little heat in it. With a large sigh, I stood and Aishe patted my ass as he made himself comfortable on the blanket. He leaned back on his hands and bent one knee, putting himself on display.

My magick rose, eager and hot. It rushed from my core to my limbs and tingled my fingertips. It sang through my veins, forever reminding me of the first time I’d felt it. The magick inside a mage shouldn’t be fully formed until puberty, and it manifested when emotions were high. But I’d done the impossible and had called it to me when I was only seven years old after escaping my abusive family. It had exploded inside me, matured and waiting for a command. My first love. My first sense of safety. And it would have killed me if Ulezander hadn’t found me.

I frowned and shook my head. No. Not yet. Reality wouldn’t intrude yet.

I refocused on Aishe and murmured the music spell one more time, reigniting the crystal. Then it was my turn to close my eyes, and as the music started again, I moved. I decided that since I couldn’t really dance, I would use magick and battle stances to guide my movements. I was stiff at first, my kneejerk reaction to hide my scars from the light. They covered my body, from my collarbone and shoulders, all the way down to my feet. Some short, some long, some raised, some smooth. Knife wounds, burn wounds, all manner of injuries. My unlamented, Mother-hating bastard of a father had wanted to mold and shape me into a weapon. His weapon. I’d survived, though I bore the evidence of that abuse. They were ugly to me, hideous. But Aishe, bless him, had never seen them as anything but proof that I was strong and would survive anything. So I didn’t hide myself. Instead I did as he asked and danced, clothed in nothing but sunlight.

One stance flowed into the next until I felt like I danced. I kept my eyes closed and challenged myself to choose what position to take without forethought. I let my magick come forth, shimmering along the surface. It hummed pleasantly through my veins, heating my core, snapping between my fingers like lightning. I didn’t unleash it, instead holding it close, letting it put more fluidity into my movements.

It occurred to me, vaguely, that I would have to do something like this to pass my third and final stage of training. I was still an apprentice mage, and had recently passed my second phase. But life took the strangest turns at times, and I was furious at my mentor. But that was neither here nor there. I would only remove myself from under his thumb after completing my training.

I shook my head again, not wanting future responsibilities to ruin the peace of the moment.

“Look at me,” Aishe said, as if sensing my anxiety.

I opened my eyes and focused on him. He still sat on display with a sweet smile, his green eyes sweeping over my body in blatant approval. I took a breath and put more effort into my moves, focusing on smoothness and grace. I let my magick come forth but since it wasn’t activated by a spell, it hung in the air, a sparkling mist of vivid colors. Rich blues, vibrant purples, and stark reds mixed with searing yellows, mellow greens, and blinding oranges.

Aishe grinned, delighted, and wove his fingers through the mist, without a shred of fear. He’d been afraid once, had flinched when I’d used magick. But he trusted me again, memories of what the dream demon had done to him no longer foremost in his mind.

I was getting better at thinking a spell instead of speaking it, which was an advantage in battle. If I didn’t have a clear mind, though, then I would likely harm myself instead of anyone else. I’d rather that then harm Aishe. I’d once tried to give up my magick for him, convinced I’d had to choose. He’d persuaded me otherwise.

I sighed as the music died, and dropped my hands.

“What’s wrong?” Aishe asked.

I shook my head again and lowered myself to the blanket beside him. “I can’t always shut off my brain.”

“I can help with that.”

Before I could respond, he tackled me and pinned my arms to the ground. I grinned as he attacked my neck and moaned when he laid his body along the length of mine. Our arousals pressed together as he sucked and wiggled on top of me. I gasped and trapped his hips between my bent knees. My magick still hummed at the surface, directionless. I shifted my arms and clasped Aishe’s hands before sending a spark of magick, infused with pleasure, into his willing body.

Aishe shuddered and moaned, lifting his head from where he’d been tormenting my nipple. His pupils dilated as he panted. “Evil.”

I grinned, also panting. “Again?”

“Again.”

Another spark and Aishe squeezed his eyes shut, moaning. It was a delight to torment him like this, to use my magick to heighten his pleasure and need. To ramp up his desire to a fever pitch until he was a mess of lust and demand.

He claimed my mouth, rough and insistent. I drowned in the kiss, in the taste of him. My dearest love. My partner. My best friend.

He clutched my head and owned the kiss. Now freed, I slid one hand down his back to the base of his spine. I gripped our cocks with the other, pressing our heated erections together. We’d used each other hard upon arrival and had since backed off a bit, focusing on pleasure that didn’t leave either of us wincing or rubbing our asses for an entire day.

But that didn’t mean I couldn’t play with him. I warmed my hand as I stroked us, giving just a tingle of pleasure that made us both shiver. I also kept my other hand at the base of his spine and sent a surge of magick targeted at his prostate, stimulating him without the stress of invasion.

Aishe cried out and lifted his head, staring at me with shock, his cheeks flushed and his eyes bright.

He lifted off me with one hand while he reached down with the other and joined in stroking us. His strong, slightly larger hand, covered mine, giving the squeeze more strength. I kept stimulating his prostate with magick, and he whimpered and squirmed, humping into our shared grasp. I humped as well, unable to remain still. It didn’t take us long to find completion. Aishe came first, choking out my name, spilling onto my chest and stomach. His orgasm unleashed my own, and I gritted my teeth.

Aishe collapsed on the ground beside me. I stared at the bright blue sky, eyeing the couple of puffy white clouds. We both panted, the silence a comfortable, shared reflection of pleasure. Then Aishe rolled against my side and wrapped an arm over my chest. He nuzzled my neck and feathered kisses along my jaw and shoulder.

I closed my eyes against the burning tears. It was still hard to believe at times that I’d won his heart. That he’d won mine. That we were here, now, blissful, committed, and determined to face whatever the future held. It hadn’t been an easy road, not by any stretch of the imagination, but we had come out stronger. Because we’d never given up on each other.


And we never would give up on each other.


“I love you.” I blinked away the tears.

“I love you, my mage,” Aishe whispered before kissing my ear.

After a long moment, we helped each other up and dove into the water to wash off the evidence of our lovemaking. Aishe splashed me in the face, and I returned the favor by sending a minor wave at his head. He popped up a moment later and laughed.

We were in the tropics, and the water was warm with colorful fish and coral reefs. I’d discovered the island by accident during one of my many bored wanderings and had earmarked it for later investigation. As far as I knew, no one else knew about it, or cared about it. It was small, mostly beach, with a few coconut trees in the center on a low hill. The nights were warm as well, and making love to Aishe by moonlight and starlight was a divine experience.

When he rose from the water and walked to the shore, the glimmering slickness of his muscles and pale skin made my mouth water. The amethyst pendant I’d given him when he’d first arrived at Geheimnis, my fortress home, swung against his chest. I remembered when I’d first met him. When I’d stumbled upon him as he bathed, and noticed the scar across his back, the one he’d received as a child. Through time travel I’d witnessed that moment. It still haunted me. His scream.

“Morgorth?”

I blinked as Aishe stared at me from the shore, hands on his narrow hips, eyebrow raised. “Are you joining me?”

“Coming.” I swam towards him before stumbling onto the sand and walking up the beach.

“You need to stop thinking,” Aishe said when I reached him.

I snorted. “I’m trying. But we both know that’s a lost cause.”

Aishe sighed and hugged me tightly.

I let myself be held and breathed him in. My dialen was a child of the forest. An archer. The last of his tribe. He carried the bow his father, the chief, had carried. It had been passed down from chief to chief, and Aishe had found it among the bodies and destruction. I’d helped him get vengeance against the revenai-spawn mage who had destroyed his tribe. And he’d stuck with me ever since.

“You’re still thinking,” Aishe whispered.

I smiled. “Just remembering when I first met you. It’s good thinking.”

Aishe pulled back, his expression soft. “I’ll allow that. Though I can’t say it was all good.”

I cupped his cheek. “You said you felt them at our bonding. That they’re happy and at peace.”

Aishe closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “They are. But I miss them every day.”

I nodded, not quite understanding, but not needing to. At our bonding ceremony, when the Mother had blessed our union, Aishe had felt his tribe, their pride and approval of his choices. He’d almost broken down in tears at the weight of it. Aishe’s family had been leagues different from my own. I’d just recently found and accepted my own found family. But of those that shared my blood, I only cared about three of them. One was Olyvre, the brother closest to me in age. He was a good man, and his young daughter had snuck into my heart despite my best efforts. And then there was our half-sister, Lorelei. It had been slow going, at first, to get her to trust me, but we’d made great strides, and I considered us friends.

After lunch, we snuggled together for a nap under one of the trees. But despite the happy exhaustion of my body, my mind continued to whirl. We had a week left before we needed to return to reality.

I sighed.

Aishe nestled closer.


We’d made a gameplan before we’d left on our bonding holiday. I had to collect the Stones of Power. The Pferun Dulleriin. Despite knowing their true origins, I still hated them. They gave unchecked power to anyone who claimed them, the imagination of the user their singular limitation. Only desire was needed and nothing else, since they usurped the will of the user. They corrupted and cajoled and promised, without any intention of following through on any of it. They were deceptive, cunning things with a certain degree of sentience. They wanted to get “lost” and then be “found” by those who would use them. And then, just as their user was close to unlocking all that unchecked power, the stones would betray them, often to death. They destroyed everyone who touched them.


They were addictive temptations without discipline or balance. To my mind, they were the single most deadly creation in Karishian. Despite owning almost a dozen, I detested them, and wished I could find a way to destroy them. I could picture them clearly in my mind as they lay trapped inside their prison, on their crystal pedestal. The garnet, Garchej, had been my first. The minor stone of fire. Then the rest had fallen into my hands either by tracking down their users and stopping their madness, or through my alliance with several ludki tribes, who mined deep into the earth. I paid them for the gems, as they had no use for them. Their simpler minds made them almost immune to the stones’ influence. But even they would fall to the stones’ temptation if left in their possession too long.

I’d been forced to use a couple in desperation, and they’d almost consumed me. Even now, even as delighted as I was, there was a deep burn of need inside me. The false invincibility they offered was intoxicating and something I had to actively fight against. Drefeln, the carnelian of dreamwalking, had completely hijacked my mind, and the Mother had been forced to show me a vision that managed to snap me out of the daze. It had shaken me to the core, and even now, I shied away from the memory, already feeling the cold sweat gather at the base of my spine.

As a mage, I considered the stones an insult to all the training I’d had to endure. I’d had to learn balance between my will, my desire, and my control. I’d learned discipline, as well as my limits and how to conserve energy. I’d learned how to manipulate the elements, and how to merge my will and desire into one. To create or destroy using the energy inside me as well as outside me. Being a mage wasn’t embraced lightly, it took years of work, concentration, and knowing that I was never done learning or practicing. Like any other muscle in the body, magick needed to be exercised, or it became weak.

Due to my youth, my rage, and my distrust of everyone, it had been a hard road. And only recently had a found the equilibrium that Ulezander had always spoken about.

I closed my eyes as the pain of his betrayal pinched my heart.

I’d once thought I was the destined Destroyer of Karishian. Now I knew better. I was the Savior. The Mother’s Champion. Ulezander had known and hadn’t said a word. He’d let me believe I was the villain my fellow mages were already convinced I was. He’d let me live in self-hatred for so long that the truth was a slap in the face. And, worst of all, it was my duty to collect all the stones before I was forced to battle the formoryans with the Mother.

It sounded like some tacky cosmic joke.

The first seven mages had barely managed to assist the Mother the first time the formoryans had fought against their Oblivion cage, and that was with all of them using the stones.

How was I to compete with that?

Legends said that the stones were made by the first seven mages to assist in the combat. But that was all wrong. The stones had once been a single tear shed by the Mother during the conflict, and it had fallen through time and space to shatter when it impacted Karishian. Now I had to gather them all together once more and… do what?

I needed to finish reading that damn journal. Melondia’s journal.


I really didn’t want to.


“If I suck your cock, will you stop thinking?” Aishe asked, a bit annoyed.

I snickered. “I’ll never say no to that.”

Aishe rose on his elbow and stared down at me, appearing concerned and frustrated.

“Talk to me.”

“No reason for both of us to have our holiday ruined.”

“Don’t make me hit you.”

“Aishe—”

“Your burdens are my burdens. So spill, my broody mage.”

I smiled at his fierce tone. “I love you.”

“I know.”

I snorted and was about to give in to his demands when a roar of distress cut though our conversation like a knife.

Aishe and I sprang to our feet and ran from the shelter.

“Did that sound like a—”

“Payshtha.”

We skidded to a halt near the lapping waves, and I conjured our clothing while scanning the sky. It felt a bit odd to be clothed again after so long undressed but I wasn’t about to head into potential danger naked.

Aishe shaded his eyes and gasped. “Look!”

I gaped. “Enfernlo?”

Sunlight shone off his dark blue scales and curled, silver horns as Enfernlo shot towards us like a hunting bird about to down prey. While I knew I had nothing to fear, since I trusted En with my life, it was still unnerving to see a massive predator charging right at me. He dropped from the sky and landed hard, half his massive body on the sands, half in the water. Aishe and I were sprayed as he folded his wings, fidgeting with agitation.

The irises around his slit pupils should have been a light blue but instead they were pale with fright. Payshthas wore their emotions in the open since their eyes changed color with their mood. I’d never seen my friend so anxious.

I ran to him, Aishe at my heels. “What’s happened?”

Enfernlo’s tail churned the water as it swished from side to side, and his massive paws with their black claws stomped on the sand. The scorch mark along his ribs, curtesy of another male during a mating season years ago, seemed darker and more ominous than usual. I waited for him to speak in my head as we reached him but he didn’t say a word. I was grateful despite the silence spiking my worry. If he couldn’t control his emotions, he could harm me if he tried our mental connection.

I lifted my hands, and he finally lowered his head. I gripped him hard, the ridges of the scales biting into my palms. I didn’t care. Aishe followed my lead as we held him. He could shake us off, of course, but it seemed our touch settled him. His tail and body twitches calmed.

“En?” Aishe said in a soothing tone. “Please talk to us. We are worried for you.”

I didn’t need to ask how he’d found us since I’d told him before we’d left on our holiday. He’d promised to stay a few days in my territory before heading south to his colony. I’d also told him that he could come to us only if a crisis occurred. I’d said it mostly in jest, but made sure he knew I was sincere as well.

“Did something happen to my home?” I asked.

Enfernlo closed his eyes and huffed out a breath that almost knocked us down.

“No. Your home was safe and quiet when I left. But my home is not.”

I stiffened in alarm. “What has happened to your colony?”

He opened his eyes, his gaze searing my soul. “We’ve protected a stone of power for generations, my friends. And someone has stolen it.”


Chapter Two







Aishe




My mind whirled as we flew back to Geheimnis, cutting our holiday short by a full week. While Morgorth could have teleported he and I back, Enfernlo was too massive to carry as well. And this also allowed Enfernlo to tell us the entire story while not wasting time.

“We were given the honor of protecting Jasinth,” Enfernlo said.

“The jade,” Morgorth said.

I barely heard him over the roar of the wind. I pressed closer to his back and tightened my hold on his waist. He covered my hands with one of his, holding onto one of Enfernlo’s short spikes with the other.

I swallowed hard. “Is that the one that… controls payshthas?”

“Yes,” Morgorth and Enfernlo said at the same time.

I buried my face against Morgorth’s back a moment. Jasinth was considered a “lesser” stone, which both Morgorth and I thought horribly inaccurate. Controlling payshthas? What more destructive power could someone wield? Payshthas were the firstborn of the Mother and Hunter’s intelligent children. Their fire was magick on a cosmic level, far closer to divinity than even that of mage magick. While it was said that the Mother placed the magick into mages, the payshthas were infused with it, it was as much a part of them as a limb. Their fires could destroy or cleanse and heal. Payshthas were private, titanic beasts separated from the other intelligent beings on Karishian. While they were said to take companions of other species when they grew too old to mate, most of their socializations were with their own kind.

I raised my head, amazed at how far we’d traveled already, and that was on top of the journey Enfernlo had had to undertake to reach us. The island had been southwest of Geheimnis but still far north from his colony. Enfernlo was putting everything he had into getting us home so we could pack to travel south to his colony.

“It happened mere days ago,” Enfernlo said. “And my matriarch is questioning everyone and has our best hunters trying to pick up the thief’s scent. I told her I would bring reinforcements, and she did not question me.”

“Are there any clues even to the species of the thief?” Morgorth asked. “Do you know how the jade was protected?”

“It was in a pit that delved deep into our tallest peak. We thought it unreachable. We had patrols, and could always sense its menacing presence. Now there is nothing.”

“Who discovered it was gone?”

“One of the patrols. During a shift change.”

Morgorth patted Enfernlo. “All right, my friend.”

“Should we not try to contact Master Ulezander?” I asked, pressing my lips to Morgorth’s ear. “Isn’t he the official council ambassador to the payshthas?”

Morgorth’s jaw tightened, and he narrowed his eyes.

“I have no need for an ambassador!” Enfernlo said, his agitated shout taking me aback. I’d never seen him angry, and primal fear made my heart leap into my throat.


“I need friends who will put our interests first,” Enfernlo continued, flapping his wings even faster. Tense muscles as tight as my bowstring flexed underneath me. “We have no need of the council or their politics. Someone stole from us and we need… I need someone who will do what they must to save us. If that stone is used….”


His roar trumpeted through the sky, startling a flock of birds, and vibrated against my bones.

“I will do everything in my power to reclaim it,” Morgorth said and crouched lower over Enfernlo’s neck. “I swear to you, on my magick, that I won’t give up.”

Such a promise was binding and carried consequences if broken.

I swallowed hard. “I promise, as well.”

Enfernlo let out another roar that was closer to a wail and lunged when Geheimnis’s towers came into view. The forest of Vorgoroth spread out for kirons from east to west, and the mountain Morgorth’s castle sat upon was at its center, with the village of Happy Valley cupped in the valley to the north. Farther north lay the kingdom of Cwaylin while to the south was Raskalin. Morgorth had chosen contested land between the kingdoms and claimed it for his own. He’d enjoyed the attempted invasions and battles, as had his minions, and never once realized he’d given a safe haven to creatures of darkness. Through his unintentional kindness, he’d won their loyalty, if not their affection. He knew it now and had been stunned to realize that while he’d been playing dark mage and villain, he’d also cultivated a family of like individuals.

Enfernlo wheeled toward the tallest tower, and the gargoyles scattered in fear, as a sparrow does when faced with an eagle. The gargoyles were the most intricate and complicated of Morgorth’s creations. They were living stone, independent of Morgorth’s will, but built to be loyal and guard his home from aerial assault. They each had three eyes around their heads, eliminating any blind spots, and with sharp claws and teeth, and wings that could slice anyone in half, they were creations from Morgorth’s darkest dreams. They weren’t that smart but made up for it with bravery and confusing jokes.

Morgorth and I slid off.

“Do not dally!” Enfernlo said, twitching once more.

Morgorth shot a look over his shoulder as he opened the door that would lead us inside. “I don’t plan on it.”

I raced down the stairs at his heels, and he slammed open the door at the bottom, almost tripping over Grendela, the matriarch of his boygle minions. I crashed into his back and stumbled to the side, gripping the wall.

“Master—” she said, startled. Her dark, deep-set eyes flashed wide as she backed away hurriedly. She and her kind were small, the tops of their heads barely reaching higher than my knee. Her brown skin was wrinkled and weathered, and the red of her dress was fading. Since boygles dyed their clothes with the blood of their kill, it meant she hadn’t hunted since we’d left, more than a week earlier.

“We’re heading south,” Morgorth said as he charged down one of the many long, winding corridors to our bedroom, Grendela and I hurrying in his wake. “Pack rations. Double the guard. I’ll tell Lansa the same. I don’t know when I will return, and I expect to have a quiet home to return to. Do you understand?”

Despite knowing that boygles responded to aggression and orders, I didn’t like his tone. The boygles did everything for him, from cleaning and cooking, to guarding and forging weapons in the caves below Geheimnis. And while I would never fully trust the boygles, since they followed only the most brutal and powerful, I still appreciated all they did for us.

Grendela bowed while still running to keep up. “Consider it done, Master.” Then she peeled off and hurried away.

We darted past the myriad of rooms filling the fortress, the tapestries and Morgorth’s paintings just blurs on the walls. Every single stone was enchanted with defensive spells, and many rooms were created with the sole purpose of harming an invader or driving them insane. Morgorth had made his home into a sanctuary and a deathtrap. And he’d modified every single trap, every single enchantment, to accept me. To make this my sanctuary as well.

We entered our bedroom, and I proceeded to empty my enchanted bag we’d taken on our holiday. He’d gifted it to me not long after I’d come to live with him. He’d woven it with tiny crystals holding the enchantment in place. It never became full or heavy and any time I wanted something from it, I simply held the bag, thought of the item I needed, and then stuck my hand inside and pulled it out. It also appeared empty to anyone else, just in case it fell into the wrong hands. Someone would have to figure out the exact spell Morgorth used, or locate the tiny crystals and shatter them to break the enchantment.

Morgorth had used magick for most of our needs on our holiday, so we’d packed little. But now we were going into a dangerous situation with too much unknown, and our supplies could mean the difference between success and failure. We’d also be too far away for Morgorth to conjure things we might need from Geheimnis.

“Here.”

I turned and held open the bag for Morgorth to set Melondia’s journal inside. Due to an enchantment on the journal, I couldn’t sneak a peek even if I’d wanted to. Only those of Melondia’s bloodline and Morgorth himself could read it. Anyone else, including me, would see squiggles.

“What do you know of the lands surrounding En’s colony?”

“Not much,” Morgorth said, retrieving my bow and quiver and checking my arrows. He’d enchanted them soon after I’d arrived, and I needed to say certain words to activate the magick living inside the arrow tips. “Just that the nearby kingdoms of Thistley and Lacke are still in a stupid war. His colony resides in the mountain range on the west side of both, so they can access both the forests to the northeast and the ocean to the west.”

“How are we to find the thief?”

Morgorth paused and turned to me, considering. “One step at a time. We need to first keep En calm and then actually arrive. Step carefully with the payshthas, Aishe. En is the most amiable of all of them, according to Ulezander. They are full of pride and wisdom and not a little arrogance. They have a right to it, but it means we need to watch our words and what we do and where we go. En belongs to one of the biggest colonies in the southern region, and that means his matriarch is the region’s de facto leader.”

He heaved a deep breath. “A lot is riding on this.”

“Melondia’s journal said nothing about this. That the jade was with the payshthas.”

He shrugged. “Things change over generations. And we didn’t get to dig too far before leaving.” He grimaced and ran a hand over his hair. “How in the underworld am I going to first save the stone for the colony and then ask for it when the time comes to collect them all?”

I moved to his side and touched his shoulder. “As you said, one step at a time.”

Fear flashed into his dark brown eyes. “Some unknown menace is out there right now, Aishe, able to control the most powerful creatures on Karishian. I’m terrified.”

Knowing that was a lot to admit, I pulled him into a hug. “Me too. So is En. We can’t let it stop us. You know that.”

“It won’t stop me.” He hugged me back before stepping away. “I’ll use it as fuel. And when I find the shit-eater, I’m going to stomp on their face.”

I smiled. “If the payshthas don’t char them first.”

“I hope I get to watch.”

We smiled grimly at each other before returning to our task. Morgorth shoved in spare clothing while I changed. Since I’d worn regular clothes on our holiday, I redressed in all the enchanted gear Morgorth had made for me. Every article of clothing, especially the leather jerkin, was made from his magick to withstand attacks from blades or claws or even other magicks.

Morgorth’s own clothes were already enchanted to withstand a lot of beatings from any sort of weapon. Instead of the traditional robes of mages, he wore a long jacket with a high collar and long sleeves to hide his scars. It buttoned to his waist before separating to allow his legs movement. He wore loose trousers and boots that rose to his knees. All in black of course, with silver accents. He was striking in appearance, his short black hair always slicked back. He had a sharp face with dark brown eyes, and his skin was pale due to his avoidance of the sun. Yet he had a bit of a tan after our holiday, and it looked good on him.

He was also shorter than average and appeared skinny, but I knew he was lean and muscled. He’d told me once that he enjoyed it when others underestimated him. It made it that much more satisfying when he splattered them against the ground.


Enfernlo let out another roar that shook the air. Hurry!


I gripped my head at his cry, and Morgorth winced a moment later.

We didn’t waste any more time as I retrieved the rations from Grendela, and Morgorth raced to his laboratory to gather a pile of potions. I took our things and charged up the tower stairs as Morgorth went to find Lansa so that his fasion messenger could spread the word to Morgorth’s other minions. Our coordination cut down on time, and I had just secured the last of our items to Enfernlo with rope when Morgorth teleported to the tower.

I climbed onto Enfernlo while Morgorth beckoned to a gargoyle and gave him swift orders. The gargoyle looked saddened by the news and kept eyeballing Enfernlo. I doubted Enfernlo even noticed him. He still twitched and flapped his tail, peering at the sky and to the south with growing urgency.

I tried to soothe him by stroking his scales, and speaking words of reassurance. He gave no indication that he heard me.

“All right, let’s go.” Morgorth used magick to jump onto Enfernlo, and I grabbed his waist once again.

Enfernlo let out a growl and shot into the sky like a lightning bolt. He turned sharply and headed south, and it wasn’t long before we were no longer in sight of home.

***

“There’s another reason we don’t want to get the council involved,” Morgorth said, not long after Geheimnis had disappeared behind us. “I highly doubt En’s colony advertised that they had a stone, am I correct?”

En grunted.

Morgorth nodded. “So we have to commence our investigation without alerting anyone that the payshthas had the stone in the first place and that someone has now stolen it.”

I grimaced.

Morgorth patted En’s neck. “When night comes, you need to rest. I assume you’ve been flying for days from your colony without rest or food, right?”

En growled.

My heart rose in my throat as the sound vibrated beneath me.

Morgorth clenched his jaw and leaned over En’s head to press his cheek against his scales. “My friend. You are no use to us if you cannot fly straight. Don’t arrive home weak and exhausted. That won’t help your matriarch at all. And Aishe and I aren’t built for non-stop movement. We need to take short rests. We will arrive in good time.”

Enfernlo grumbled before heaving a large sigh with a bit of flame. “You are right.”

We didn’t say anything when Enfernlo flew faster. But he followed Morgorth’s suggestion when the sun lowered over the horizon. He landed on a field that descended onto a beach, where the ocean stretched out endlessly. None of us had spoken a word since Morgorth talked sense into En, but when he lumbered off to catch some fish, I turned to Morgorth.

“We need to watch him.”

Morgorth nodded, gazing after his friend. “I’ve never seen him like this. I don’t know how I’m supposed to handle him. I’m making it up as I go.”

“You’re doing fine.”

Morgorth shook his head and set down our bag. “I don’t know how we’ll be received. This is an internal matter, but the payshthas can’t exactly wander into a kingdom and question people. I know En has told her about us but….”

“His matriarch?”

He nodded. Then he met my eyes. “Another important thing to know. The matriarch is En’s mother.”

My eyes widened.

“They don’t have the same sort of relationship dynamics that we do. But that connection is still significant. She’s had many children and most have left for other colonies. En stayed. I don’t know the depth of their bond. I’ll say it again, we need to tread lightly and prove that we are worthy friends for her son.”

I nodded, hearing the warning. We would be under close scrutiny for more than one reason.

Enfernlo returned a moment later, dripping wet, his eyes still pale. He opened his mouth and dumped a pile of fish at our feet.

“I ate my fill.” He stepped back before thumping down on the ground and curling up, his tail hiding most of his face.

Despite knowing En was still on the younger side for a payshtha, he’d always seemed so ancient and wise. But now I was seeing the youth. He acted lost and scared, and I wanted to hug and comfort him. Would he let me?

We built a fire and cooked the fish. En didn’t stir as we ate and cleaned up. We spoke little, both lost in our thoughts. I could see the plans form behind Morgorth’s distant gaze, and I didn’t want to interrupt. As night grew darker and a few stars appeared, I finally approached Enfernlo. I sat next to his head and leaned against his tail. He was like a living furnace, and I stroked a scale. A tremor moved through him before he shifted his head and peeked at me. I didn’t smile or say a word. I just continued to stroke.

A moment passed before he stood. I scooted back, worried I’d done something to offend him. Morgorth stiffened and eyed him. But then Enfernlo encircled us and the fire before plopping back down, his snout touching the tip of his tail.

“Sleep,” he said, his words barely more than a rumble. “I will rest and watch.”

Morgorth and I exchanged a look before we crawled to En’s head. We snuggled close against his arm, abandoning the fire. If I wasn’t mistaken, his next rumble sounded more like a purr than an anxious groan.


Chapter Three







Morgorth




I never thought I would need to handle a titanic creature filled with anxiety and fear. It reminded me of our first meeting, when our roles had been reversed. The need to reassure and comfort him was overwhelming. Usually the emotions of others, and their pain, made me itch. And while I did feel as though I was flailing in the dark, Enfernlo seemed to respond to what I was doing. And when I was in doubt, I’d follow Aishe’s lead, and together we kept the big guy calm.

OEBPS/image/image-0-0.jpg
@ 9
& THE y‘
o ST[)NES N

PUWﬁ ‘Q







OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		

Title Page





		

Copyright





		

Contents





		

Chapter One





		

Chapter Two





		

Chapter Three





		

Chapter Four





		

Chapter Five





		

Chapter Six





		

Chapter Seven





		

Chapter Eight





		

Chapter Nine





		

Chapter Ten





		

Chapter Eleven





		

Chapter Twelve





		

Chapter Thirteen





		

Chapter Fourteen





		

Chapter Fifteen





		

Chapter Sixteen





		

Chapter Seventeen





		

Chapter Eighteen





		

Chapter Nineteen





		

Chapter Twenty





		

Chapter Twenty-One





		

Want More Fantasy?





		

A Giant's Friend excerpt





		

About This Book





		

Songs That Inspired





		

About M.D. Grimm





		

Other Titles by M.D. Grimm





		

The Stones of Power













Guide





		

Contents













