
		
			[image: DD_CoverPrint_E.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			   

			THE DEATHLESS DARK

			Copyright © 2025 by Kevin Keele

			All rights reserved.

			No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without prior written permission from the copyright holder, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events, places, or persons is entirely coincidental.

			No part of this publication may be used to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) and no AI was used in its creation. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			Cover, map, and interior illustrations by Kevin Keele.

			1st edition 2025

			ISBN: 979-8-9934533-0-9

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			   

			For Dad.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			   

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			   

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			   

			The prophecy of the Illumed Blade from the 

			Lyprakarum, a book of ancient scripture 

			(Arra Translation - Book of Grath, twenty-second chapter, verses fourteen and fifteen):

			The Elder Demons: Molg, Vulsipher, Tigyra, Ghuram, and Deiya—all immortal and all most favored of Okgram. By no weapon of man’s make may they be slain. Only the Illumed Blade, gifted to men by the gods on High Heilaroth, may sever their connection to the further realms from which they draw blood and breath.

			Yet none may wield the Illumed, save one born within the mother’s water, while Okgram’s eye is blinded, within the Hunter’s Year. All else, by a blow both mighty and holy, shall be struck down.
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			Threya, Port Arth, the year 624

			One year after the end of the war

			The Waterwolf launched upon tranquil waters, under a clear sky. It was the third day of the week—the most favored of all launching days. A leaping pod of dolphins raced the ship out to open waters where steady winds filled the sails day and night, driving cargo and crew ceaselessly towards their destination. 

			These heralds promised good fortune and raised the spirits of     everyone aboard. Everyone save Ashal Vate, the man who had hired the Waterwolf for this venture. There was no omen bright enough to chase away the gloom of his thoughts, and even if there were, he placed precious little value on such things. He was no sailor. 

			The ship’s captain limped towards Ashal, every other step accentuated by the thump of his cane. As with most men who lived upon the sea, he bore more than his share of years upon his squinted face. The red contours somehow split into more creases when he adopted a wide grin.

			“Well Ash,” Captain Ravvik said, “were I a less cautious man, I’d say the gods have given their blessing to this voyage of yours. But I ain’t, so I won’t.” He barked a laugh.

			Now that their port of call was in sight, many others on the crew had expressed similar sentiments. Some of them cited the boons of gods Ashal had never heard of. It seemed to him that every deity that dwelt in the realms above and below the mortal Midlands was eager for his success. A success he had no confidence in. After a dry swallow, Ashal managed a nod.

			“What’s got your gob?” Ravvik asked.

			“Nothing…it was an excellent voyage,” said Ashal, looking out at Port Arth. Ashal was pleased to see the lovely city had weathered the war without too much damage. At least to the buildings. The readied warships in the harbor with catapults trained on the Waterwolf spoke to internal wounds.

			“You think the Threyans will try to sink us?” Ravvik asked.

			“I would if I were them,” Ashal muttered. “But you needn’t worry about your vessel. I sent letters ahead to both the mayor and harbor master and received answers from both before we left. They assured me we’d at least be safe to drop anchor.”

			“Where they’ll search us stem to stern,” Ravvik guessed. 

			“And if they find anything they don’t like, then they’ll sink us.” Ashal sighed. He’d once enjoyed pleasant business in Port Arth with both the mayor and harbor master. Now, he was nervous to see them again. War, by its twisted nature, made enemies of old friends.

			Ravvik leaned in close enough that even the healthy harbor breeze couldn’t carry the man’s rank odor away fast enough, especially when he breathed in Ashal’s face. “I’m a man what likes to keep his business twixt his ears and away from his tongue, so I won’t blame you for not telling me, but…why exactly you doing this?”

			“It’s hoped this venture might…repair relationships between our two nations,” Ashal said, a carefully constructed lie.

			“Well, if they let you keep your head, I suppose it might.” Ravvik clapped him roughly on the back before shambling away, barking orders at his men.

			The men complied, and the Waterwolf eased to a stop—as much as a boat at sea could stop. Ashal stumbled to the rocking bow and watched a contingent of Threyans in a longboat, rowing to meet them. 

			As they drew nearer, Ashal raised a hand in welcome to Harbor Master Kentel. The gesture was not returned. 

			Ashal looked about. Was there anything they could do to look less threatening? He wished he’d charted the Blue Barrel instead. Its figurehead was a smiling, bare-breasted mermaid. The Waterwolf’s, in contrast, was a snarling wolf, frozen mid-pounce. It was aimed directly at the approaching Threyans. 

			“Remember your orders,” Ravvik growled to everyone on deck. “Calm as kittens.”

			Ashal had known a number of kittens in his life, and none of them were particularly calm. This was all going wrong. Why hadn’t he fled his country after this mad plan had been presented to him? He’d been tempted to but was certain he’d be less adept at hiding than the Uthiri Empire was at finding. 

			The Threyans climbed aboard, and Ashal forced a smile. Each member of the Waterwolf’s crew remained at their stations, hands raised. Kentel approached Ashal and the captain, greeting them. He spoke enough of the Uthiri language to be haltingly conversant, but Ashal still sensed an added stiffness beneath the words.

			Ashal and Ravvik bowed in response. 

			A stern-looking, uniformed man shouted orders to the soldiers, and all but three spread out across the ship. 

			Kentel watched them a moment before addressing Ashal. “Weapons on board?” he asked.

			“Only a few and locked away in a box below,” Ashal answered. “I alone have the key. We plan to arm a few men to protect ourselves as we travel through your lovely country.”

			“Then you will do so with a greater number of Threyan soldiers as well.”

			“As you wish,” Ashal said. Soldiers meant to guard his guards. He’d expected nothing less and was already dreading the days of tension ahead.

			“What else do you plan to bring ashore?”

			“Only building tools and supplies; we’ve a cart and mules to transport it all.”

			“How long do you and your team plan on staying?” 

			“As long as it takes to rebuild the cathedral in Red Chapel.” 

			Kentel leaned in close, dropping his voice and neutral tone, asking Ashal the same question everyone had been asking him for weeks, “Ashal, why are you doing this? It has been a great…” he concentrated, trying to find the right word, “struggle to arrange. A few more years of peace between us—our countries—would have made things much easier…for we…two…both of us.” He punched his palm with his fist. Ashal knew he was frustrated with the language, but his guards did not. Their hands were upon their weapons in an instant. Kentel raised a hand and said something to them in Threyan. Their fingers eased off their sword hilts, and Kentel’s gaze returned to Ashal.

			Clearing his throat, Ashal said, “I represent certain Uthiri business interests that are eager to heal the rift caused by the war.”

			“As you explained in the letter, but what of your…” Kentel winced, “demon king? Is he—it—involved?”

			“No,” Ashal answered, and the response tasted so sour upon his tongue he worried it would show in his expression. In the following tension, Kentel fixed Ashal with a thoughtful gaze, and Ashal miserably recalled, yet again, how he had come to be here. 

			A late-night summons to the Uthir Royal Palace. Being escorted through the castle’s progressively deeper and more secret chambers. A private meeting with the Demon’s chief sorcerer, a woman, and her request of him, made on behalf of the Demon Lord. Considering all this afterwards, when his wits had returned, he decided the Demon-god must be a ruse crafted by whatever faction had secretly taken control of the government. A faction made up of his fellow mortals. That notion had made him feel better—at first. Then he realized that working at the behest of a dark group of conspirators was little better than doing so for an immortal monster. At least, not to him, the man whose life was on the line. 

			“Does that…thing object to you doing business with us?” Kentel asked.

			“I don’t get the sense it understands or cares about business matters. My country is a strange one, friend. Half of it—those like myself—long to join the rest of the more enlightened world, while the other half consults wizards, reads bones, and divines the future from bird entrails.” 

			“Such traditions, absurd as they are, can still hurt a great many people.”

			“Of course, I’m sorry.”

			Kentel’s voice dropped to a whisper again. “Is it true? Has an Elder Demon returned from the old world? Reports from the last battle of the war are…extraordinary—if that is the right word. Unlike anything the Midlands has seen in ages. But the survivor accounts are also wildly inconsistent. Especially about the Demon. Is it real?”

			“Believe me, I wish I knew,” Ashal said, and it felt good to tell the truth. 

			The soldiers returned, reporting their findings to the harbor master and the stern-faced man. Despite the lack of threat in their appearance or voice, Ashal was on edge as the conversation continued. 

			“I’ll be hanged if I let this ship dock,” Kentel said. “Transport yourself and your supplies via longboat. I would not make this exception for just anyone, Ashal. Please do not make me regret it.”

			At first, Ashal smiled in relief. Then the trust in Kentel’s words struck him, and he suddenly wanted to put stones in his pockets and jump in the harbor. “I won’t.” He had to push the words past the weight that had settled on his chest.

			Under the Threyan’s observations, Ashal and his men went to work. His team of guards and builders, along with all their supplies, filled two longboats. 

			As they were rowing to shore, a young man in the seat next to him watched him closely. His eyes were full and anxious. 

			“Are you alright?” Ashal asked.

			“The Demon-god,” the man said, leaning in closer. “Vulsipher—you said you didn’t know if it was real.”

			“You were at the great battle?” Ashal guessed. “The last one of the war?”

			The young man nodded. “It exists, sir. As real as you or me. I saw it with my own two eyes.” He shivered. “Just like in the old stories. An Elder Demon. I’ll never forget it, much as I’d like to.”

			In the face of this man’s haunted expression, Ashal felt his reasoning about the Demon-god’s existence coming loose. Perhaps it was real.

			And he was secretly working for it.
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			Uthir Border, 623—three months before the end of the war

		

		
			1 Daverell

			Overhead, a sparrow fluttered out of the thick boughs of a ponderosa pine, and the man beside Daverell nearly jumped out of his boots. He’d done the same moments ago when a squirrel sprinted through the underbrush. And earlier, when they’d disturbed a grasshopper and it leaped away, clapping its wings. The man’s horse whinnied in annoyance, and Daverell Kain pulled his own mount to a halt. 

			“Norris, was it?” Daverell asked. He’d grown weary of remembering the names of new recruits.

			“Norill, sir—Captain,” the young man stammered.

			“This your first time over the border?”

			“You mean…we’re already in Uthir?”

			“Have been for five minutes,” Daverell answered and, observing the change this news brought to the young man’s expression, said more, “the enemy ain’t crouched behind every tree, despite what the stories say.”

			“What about the other things they say? The…unnatural things the Uthiri do to their victims?”

			“To those tales, I’m afraid, there is more than a little truth. But this is war; they won’t have time to do anything more than kill you.”

			“I don’t want them to do that either.”

			Daverell smiled. “We’ll do what we can to avoid it then.”

			“I thought our orders were to only go as far as the border,” Norill protested.

			“True enough, but in the event we found a trace of our men, we were to follow.”

			“And we did?”

			“Whose trail you think we’ve been tracking?” Daverell asked. Though, in truth, he was the one who should be embarrassed. The whole reason they paired sapling soldiers with old oaks like him was so the younger men might learn a thing or two. Yet, until this moment, Daverell had stayed quiet as a midnight tomb. His mind was elsewhere. Something not only discourteous but dangerous when in enemy territory.

			“Where are you from?” Daverell leaned towards the young man, hands resting on his saddle horn. 

			“Briar,” Norill answered.

			Daverell paused, thinking. “Frontier town? East of the Grays?” 

			“Yes, sir.”

			Another frontier man, Daverell thought. Just like the one from the campfire two nights ago. Tamiron had been his name, from Lockwood. It was his tale that had kept Daverell so distracted. Not even a tale, really, just an errant remark. One of the little things soldiers shared with each other around evening fires. It had meant nothing to anyone else. A simple peculiarity about Tamiron’s family. A family that would, within days, receive the tragic news Daverell himself had learned when he’d attempted to find the man again only yesterday. 

			“What did you do before the Crown decided you were a soldier instead?” Daverell pulled a flask from his pocket and stole a swig of whiskey.

			“I cut stone,” Norill said.

			Daverell nodded. The Crown was conscripting more tradesmen and farmers in a desperate effort to save the failing war effort. “Well, Norill.” Dav pointed at a bush ahead of them. “You see those freshly broken branches?”

			“You think that’s from the scouting party?” 

			“I do,” Daverell said, urging his horse into motion. “You keep your eyes open, and you’ll see more. Along with trampled grass and the like.”

			Norill concentrated on finding and following the trail. At some point, he began nervously talking again, but Daverell only half listened. Eventually, he held up his hand to stop the young man from running both his mount and mouth. 

			“You hear that?” Daverell spoke softly. 

			“Hear what?”

			Daverell didn’t answer. His eyes weren’t what they once were, but his ears worked just fine. In the absence of hoofbeats, the distant sound of a man’s frightened screaming was clear.

			“Do you think that’s the missing squad?” Norill asked.

			“One of them,” Daverell answered. “He’s yelling in our language, not theirs.” The captain turned Druid off the path marked by their quarry’s passage.

			“What are we doing?” Norill followed closely behind. 

			“If it’s a trap, that’s the direction they’ll be expecting us to come from.”

			“A trap,” Norill repeated. “Should we turn around? We found the last of the scouting party. If the rest of them are dead, then…” 

			Daverell fixed Norill with a steady stare. “What if that was you hollering?”

			Norill paused, listening. Seconds later he dropped his head and nodded. 

			“Once our man is visible through the trees, we’ll dismount and prowl in a circle around him, looking for archers.”

			“But what if—”

			“You can do this,” Daverell said. “Those Uthiri are masters with a bow, but with a sword? They’ll lose to a Threyan near every time. Keep the fight close and it’s yours.”

			Norill swallowed, his eyes wide, breath shallow. “Yes, sir.”

			They followed the man’s echoing cries until Daverell spotted him through the trees. He’d been tied to the trunk of a dead maple. Naked and beaten. Probably thinking he’d been left for dead with no idea he was a part of an Uthiri scheme. Daverell dismounted and motioned for Norill to do the same. They both bent below the level of the bushes, stealing away.

			Daverell was only just out of sight of Norill when he came across an Uthiri archer. This man waited in a tree, facing the direction of the scouting party’s leftover trail. Daverell eased a throwing knife from his belt. The man, retrieving something from a breast pocket, started when his gaze fell on Daverell. With a grunted curse, Daverell rolled behind a tree. An arrow split the air just behind him, and the enemy had another arrow, nocked and ready to draw, when Daverell darted out of his cover and flung his knife. It struck the man in the ribs, shocking him well enough to send his next shot wide as he fell from his perch. The archer made an awful commotion on his way to the forest floor, landing in a rain of broken branches. Before he could recover, Daverell sprinted to him, wrenching his blade from the man’s chest and replanting it in his neck. The Uthiri’s cries cut off in a crimson gurgle. Daverell retreated to cover again, watching for any enemies drawn by the commotion. 

			None came. He moved on. 

			Minutes later, his path intersected with Norill’s. The man was trembling.

			“Captain,” he whispered. “I…I saw one. Killed him, just like you said. I don’t think he even knew I was there until my dagger found his throat.”

			“You did better than me, then,” Daverell said. “Mine made quite the ruckus falling out of a tree. Since no one came running, I reckon the main force that took out our search party has moved on and we’re dealing with a smaller group left behind. Maybe even just the two archers, but I wouldn’t breathe easy just yet. Those devils are a crafty lot. Let’s tighten the circle on our way back to the horses.”

			“It’s hard to concentrate with our man carrying on as he is.”

			“We’ll help him soon as we can. In the meantime, he’s giving us good cover. That racket makes it much harder for anyone to hear us, don’t you think?”

			“Yes, sir,” Norill agreed.

			The two separated again. Daverell wondered if he should have told Norill the man’s pleas also provided a mask for any Uthiri creeping up on them. In the end it made no difference: they met back where they started without incident.

			“Alright, I’m going to set our man free,” Daverell said. “If there’s any Uthiri lying in wait close up, they’ll attack when they see what I’m doing. You stay here. I’ll send him running for you while I deal with anyone needs dealing with. Wait for him but not for me. If he reaches you safely, you both tear out of here fast as jackrabbits. You’ll have to share your mount—don’t you dare take my horse.”

			“What if it gets spooked and runs away?” Norill asked, looking at the snow-white charger. “You’ll be stranded.”

			“Not Druid.” Daverell patted the fine animal on the neck. 

			“I’ll come back if you don’t follow,” Norill said.

			“Don’t bother. I’ll be dead.”

			Norill managed a smile. “Ain’t nothing can kill you, Captain.”

			“If only that were true,” Daverell said before crouching and setting off. He stuck to the path that offered the best cover, then circled to the prisoner’s back as he drew nearer and closed the remaining distance at a run. He immediately set to cutting the man’s bonds.

			“Who…who’s there?” the man stammered. 

			“Keep calling for help, you fool,” Daverell hissed. 

			“It…it can’t be,” the man croaked, ignoring Daverell’s orders. “Captain Kain? Oh, thank the Goddess above and praise her name forever. I’m sorry sir, I’m the only one left. Those monsters…they took us by surprise…they…they…” Under a fresh wave of heavy sobbing, and without the ropes to prop him up, he fell forward, barely catching himself on hands and knees.

			Daverell grabbed the blubbering man by his shoulders and shook him. “Listen to me,” he spoke directly into his ear. “Run through them two dead aspens on your right and don’t you stop. I’ve a man waiting with a horse. He’ll take y—”

			An Uthiri soldier burst through the brush, his sword over his head. Daverell leaped to his feet and parried the heavy blow, pushing the assailant back. 

			“Go! Now!” Daverell shouted to the freed prisoner.

			Thankfully, the naked man struggled to his feet and began limping in the direction Daverell had indicated as the enemy came at Daverell again.

			He dodged another wide swing from the serrated blade and took advantage of the opening, sinking his own sword deep in the man’s torso. Daverell’s target groaned, clutching at the wound as he toppled.

			Before the enemy’s body had even struck the ground, another soldier attacked. This man was much larger and wore blackened steel covered in twisted spikes. Uthiri sometimes dressed themselves up like monsters when they did battle. It was often hard to believe there was an average man under all the fearsome trappings. While it could make them intimidating, it generally made them slower too. This warrior relied on heavy attacks, like his fallen comrade, but did so without exposing his vulnerable areas near as much. Daverell sidestepped an incoming thrust but wasn’t expecting the man to follow it up with a swing from his plated fist. It caught Daverell in the shoulder, one of the few places on his leather duster that was armored. The prongs on the man’s gauntlet glanced off the Threyan steel, but the full force of the blow sent Daverell flailing. His fumbling hands found a branch that kept him upright. He pulled it back as he scrambled away, then let it go as his combatant closed in. The branch struck, surprising and blinding the attacking man just long enough for Daverell to swing his blade, fast as lightning, through the narrow gap between the breastplate and helmet.

			The Uthiri went slack, tumbling to the ground and coming to a twitching rest next to his fellow soldier who was still moaning in pain. The first man’s injury was just as deadly as the second’s but would take hours to kill. Miserable hours. Daverell spared him the time and anguish with a stab to the heart. 

			In the stillness that followed, Daverell caught his breath. He removed his hat and wiped the sweat from his brow before stealing another swig from the flask in his coat pocket. Peering in the direction of the horses, Druid—and only Druid—stared back at him. Norill and the survivor had gotten away. Daverell whistled for his horse before stepping into the small grove the Uthiri had sprung from. What he saw there made his blood run cold. He hardly heard his horse’s sturdy hoofbeats at his back. 

			Eight men, the rest of the scouting party, all dead. The Uthiri had done a thorough job. The bodies at his feet had been butchered. Daverell hadn’t detected an odor before entering the small grove, but now he squinted against the fetid air filled with clouds of flies. The insects had claimed the space so completely he felt like an intruder. The appearance of the corpses, motionless and pale gray, made the dark crawling creatures stand out all the more. Daverell watched a fly land on one man’s glassy eye, a beetle scurry out of his mouth.

			His gaze stopped roaming when it met the remains at the far edge of the grove. His insides twisted, and the air left his lungs. Cautiously, Daverell edged forward. 

			At first, the body appeared to be a random, bloody muddle of limbs and organs within a ring of river-smoothed stones. Now that he was closer, however, it was clear this poor soul had been expertly dismembered and dissected. The pieces placed in a grotesque, almost artful arrangement. The head sat on top of the pile, facing Daverell. It had been robbed of its eyes, nose, lips, and teeth—all of which had been positioned elsewhere in the display. Strangely, the bugs, so interested in the gore and viscera elsewhere, ignored this…thing…completely. He couldn’t blame them. It repelled him too, and he was accustomed to the sight of men as meat. 

			He’d witnessed no shortage of horrific acts perpetrated by the Uthiri against their enemies but had only ever heard rumors of things like this. Slaughter made blasphemous and ritualistic. Uthir was an old land of demon-worship and dark magic. This was one reason the Threyans so distrusted them. Those same fears rose in Daverell as he stared at the scene. It held him, motionless, wary of getting much closer lest the evil of the act mark him somehow. 

			He took a step backward but paused before taking another. Was there something he could do for the fallen soldier? For all of them? Some dignity he might grant their remains? No, he had lingered long enough. Daverell had gained answers, saved one of the missing men, and cut short the days of a few Uthiri. Young Norill would feel appropriately heroic for what they’d done. It was more than he’d dared hope for when setting out.

			In turning to leave, something else caught his attention. Lying, like a puddle of milk, behind some trees to his left was another bloody body. Not a man, but a horse as white as his own. In fact, the similarity was so uncanny, Daverell found himself glancing back at Druid to be sure they weren’t one and the same. 

			Druid was no common stallion. He was a purebred Demerran charger, and a rare white one. A gift from General Entwest himself. Daverell had scarcely seen his equal, yet here one was. A magnificent creature, freshly killed. The scouting party had been on foot. Where had this steed come from? Could they have met someone along the way? A random traveler? Had this belonged to one of the Uthiri? Why was it here? The answer to this last question, at least, emerged as if it were the sun breaking through clouds: Providence.

			In a flash, he saw his life in a way he never had before: as something that made sense. Daverell nearly dropped to his knees under the sudden weight of it. Every wayward direction and fitful wandering from his angry youth up until the night at the fire and to this very moment came into perfect focus. Purpose, real and exquisite purpose, clarified with every beat from the drum in his chest until it filled him completely. 

			He had to act quickly.

			Norill might come looking for him. Even if he did not, someone would when Captain Daverell Kain did not return. 

			Shifting the dead horse was almost beyond him. The thing was heavy as an anvil, but he eventually managed to trade its saddle with his own. He rifled through his bags, gathering everything the Uthiri would have taken had they captured him, while leaving a few worthless but identifiable things behind. The local Uthiri knew he was a significant Threyan military figure. They would have dragged him away as a trophy. His body not being among the others wouldn’t even raise suspicions. 

			Lastly, he pulled the priceless Lagrim dagger out of his saddlebags. It had been at the bottom where he was less likely to come across it. For a time, he’d kept it at the top, hoping it would be stolen. It hadn’t, the cursed thing. He’d have to take it with him. It would be the last thing any plunderer would leave behind. As he packed it away, he remembered the words that were spoken when it had been presented to him. The perfect soldier, they’d called him. Well, what would they say if they saw him now? 

			Deserter.

			No, he thought. I’m not deserting. I’m still a soldier. Only following the command of a higher power. I’m still fighting to end the war, just in a different way…perhaps in the only way it might actually be won.

			When he was finished staging the scene, Daverell stood back and took it in. It was perfect. Anyone returning here would think he’d been slain.

			Daverell Kain was a dead man.

			He climbed into the inferior saddle now on Druid’s back and raised his legs to kick the horse into movement when a new thought wriggled its way into his mind. 

			What if this is not providence? Not of the Goddess? 

			He was in Uthir, after all. A land where dark forces and trickster demons watched from the trees and infected the very soil. Cruel devils were said to play with the hearts of men here. Could anything good come out of this place? Or that awful grove of death? Could the Goddess or her work be found in such a place?

			Yes, he told himself, riding Druid away. Yes, She could. Faith had become a stranger to him, but, if he was going to do this, he could not let it remain so.

			He turned for one last look at the place and flinched. In the dappled shade of that little thicket, he saw her. The girl that watched him. The child that proved he was either hopelessly damned or hopelessly mad. A shiver rushed through him as he whipped back around. She couldn’t stop him, nor remind anyone of his crime against her. 

			I made sure of that, he thought miserably.

			He stole another drink as he rode on. It didn’t grant him courage, but it did help him forget those ghosts from his past. He had purpose now. A new mission. Sticking to the empty wilderness and side roads, he would ride hard for Lockwood. He must find Tamiron’s family. 

			Tamiron’s son.
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			Pyressa Abbey, 623

		

		
			1 Pellary

			Pellary stepped into the room and shut the door behind her. Her fellow novitiate, Maiyen, was still sleeping. Pellary’s entrance had not disturbed her. Pellary opened the door again and slammed it. Maiyen slept on. It wasn’t until Pellary had prodded her, saying Maiyen’s name loudly, that the young woman’s breath caught. Groaning, she rolled away. 

			“What is it?” Maiyen asked. At least that’s what Pellary thought she said, she’d spoken directly into her pillow.

			“Time to wake up,” Pellary pronounced.

			Maiyen groaned. “I slept through every morning bell?”

			“The clock has only chimed once so far.”

			There was a pause and the rustle of bedding. When Maiyen spoke again, Pellary could tell her friend was facing her. “Then why are you waking me? I thought you were spending the morning in the library.”

			“I intended to. But I was stopped by the Iress Matriarch; she was on her way here to speak with us.”

			“What did you do this time?” Maiyen asked with a sigh.

			“Nothing,” Pellary answered. “We have an appointment this afternoon.”

			“Appointment?” 

			“With the Pathmaster.” 

			“The Pathmaster?” Maiyen repeated. “The Pathmaster!” It came out in a shriek. “Both of us? That’s not true; it can’t be. You must be joking.” She gasped, then went silent a moment. “No, that is much less likely.”

			“It’s true, Maiyen. It’s finally happened,” Pellary confirmed.

			The sound of Maiyen’s feet padding across the wooden floor in a frenzy met her ears. Pellary could hear the wide smile in the other girl’s voice when she spoke again.

			“The Pathmaster. We can finally leave this place. I’ll get to see my father again, my brothers. The Iress always said it would happen without warning. Can you believe it, Pell? We must tell everyone. Remember all those farewell dinners we went to? We’ll finally get to attend one just for us.” 

			“Actually, Maiyen, we can’t tell anyone,” Pellary said. 

			“What? Why not?” Maiyen ceased her pacing.

			“I don’t know, but the Iress Matriarch made it very clear to me that we’re not to inform a soul.”

			“But that means we won’t get a banquet,” Maiyen huffed. “This is unfair. I’ve never heard of such a thing. Did she say why?”

			“No. I imagine it has to do with the war.” Pellary shrugged. “I haven’t heard of any Path Settings since it broke out, but perhaps they’ve just been done in secret.”

			“Perhaps…” Maiyen mused. “Those stupid Uthiri. That really sours the sweet of the whole thing.” After a pause, she filled the room with shimmering laughter. “You were probably happy to hear that we won’t be getting a formal celebration,” she accused.

			“No,” Pellary protested. “Not when I knew it would disappoint you.”

			“Well, I shall try to follow your example then and be happy you get to avoid the social event, even if I’m sorry to miss it.” Maiyen found Pellary’s hands and gripped them. “Besides, who could be dour in the face of such news. Saints and stars, the Pathmaster! I can scarcely believe it. There’s no chance of me falling back asleep now. Wait a moment while I get ready, will you?”

			“Of course,” Pellary said, walking to her side of the room and settling silently on her bed. Maiyen had reacted just as she’d expected. Pellary was thankful they hadn’t connected minds. Her contrasting emotions might have diminished Maiyen’s joy. 

			Pellary lifted her hands to her face and, with gently probing fingers, explored the subtle texture of the blindfold that had been placed over her eyes four years ago. Four of the best years of her life. She’d welcomed the chance to block out the world and much preferred her inner Sight to her physical one. Four years seeing the world almost exclusively through the eyes of others.

			Maiyen was ready much faster than usual and, for the first time since they’d shared a room at the abbey, was as eager to go to the library as Pellary. She wanted to study each of the potential Paths they might be called to. Pellary had looked into each of them extensively already but wasn’t opposed to fortifying her knowledge a little before her Setting. Her own Path Setting. She took deep, steadying breaths while Maiyen practically skipped her way to their destination. 

			To read, Embrells had to employ the help of another person. People from the city—typically children—worked in the library, making a doret an hour by simply sitting and staring. They didn’t even need to know how to read. That day, Pellary and Maiyen shared the eyes of a nine-year-old boy. Pellary quickly located the volumes they needed before finding a table to study at. They spent over an hour familiarizing themselves with the different Paths they might be set upon.

			I know they tell us not to hope for any Path over another, but I think the Ottil Plain sounds lovely, Maiyen projected her thoughts to Pellary’s head, so as to not be overheard. 

			I don’t see what difference it makes, Pellary replied through their mental link. We need to traverse the whole thing blindfolded. I like the sound of Hara Canyon. More animals to connect with, easier to see our way.

			Kiata Road ends at the Red Chapel Abbey, we could visit the cathedral there.

			Oh, that would be wonderful, I admit, Pellary agreed.

			I think we’ve covered all of the Paths, haven’t we? Maiyen asked. 

			No, there’s one more.

			Which one?

			Pellary could sense a mental fluttering as Maiyen pondered the options. Pellary answered for her, Ankr Pass.

			No one actually gets called there, do they?

			I remember someone did when we first got here, though I can’t find a record of it. It sounds awful. Pellary flipped to a new page in the collection of surveys and maps they were looking at. Listen to this, she said before reading. The area is an anomaly. The Gray Mountains run north to south, cutting Threya in half. The west side is the more populous and verdant of the two, while the more arid frontier is to the east. However, it becomes all but a desert on both sides of the range south of Epiraff, with the exception of Ankr Pass which is essentially a miniature range itself, cutting west to east through the Grays. Any rainclouds that might drop their water on either side are often funneled into the pass where it rains nearly every day. Ankr Pass, however, is far from a green oasis amid the dry surroundings. The whole canyon is swampy, malodorous, and choked with thorns and brambles.

			No, thank you, Maiyen declared. I remember hearing about it when I was first here. The older novitiates would try to scare us, said anyone called there never returns. 

			Never returns… Pellary mused.

			“What are you reading?” 

			Pellary recognized that voice. She snapped the book shut in the same moment it was pulled from her grasp. 

			“Maps and land surveys?” Novitiate Enniver jeered. “Demon girl, I didn’t think you could get more boring.”

			A second voice snickered at this.

			Pellary could sense Maiyen’s burning desire to tell them it was because they were about to meet with the Pathmaster. Instead, she said, “Enniver, don’t you have a tablecloth to go straighten or something?”

			Enniver and her friend were training to be Arrantines, experts in aesthetics and organization that invited the Light of the Goddess. It was the Iress faction Pellary respected the least.

			“And Maiyen, the shadow’s shadow,” Enniver scoffed. “You think what we do is easy? Believe me, studying is more difficult when you’re unable to borrow someone else’s brain.”

			“Sometimes that makes studying much harder,” Pellary countered, rising. “Imagine if we were to borrow your brain for example.”

			“Is that an ericle?” Enniver asked.

			Pellary started, nearly reaching for the copper demon-warding charm around her neck and tucking it beneath her robes, where she usually wore it. 

			“It’s only sentimental,” Maiyen said. “Her grandmother gave it to her.”

			“And they were out of style even when she was young,” Enniver laughed. “What’s the matter, Pellary? Afraid the demons will get you?”

			She said these last words mimicking Pellary’s accent. Pellary had tried hard over the years to rid herself of such imperfect pronunciations and had been successful enough to mask where she was from, but not enough to fully replicate the way most people talked here at the abbey.

			“What do you want, Enniver?” Pellary sighed.

			“Just a table to study at and you’re always here, taking up more than your share of space.”

			“There are plenty of other open tables,” Pellary said.

			“Actually, there isn’t, demon girl. You’d know if you could see.”

			“And if you could see, you’d know that we were here first,” Pellary growled, fists clenched.

			“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Maiyen said calmly, also rising. “We were just leaving anyway.”

			2 Pellary

			Hours later, Pellary and Maiyen stood on the landing before the Historian’s room that, in turn, held the door to the Pathmaster’s sanctum. Pellary sat on a bench outside the door, trying to meditate or do anything that might settle her racing heart. Maiyen wasn’t fighting hers. She let it set the pace to her hurried march back and forth.

			The Iress Matriarch didn’t arrive until after the clock had struck four. They both immediately shared her sight after she’d climbed the stairs. The Iress Matriarch was a fellow Embrell, but she rarely covered her eyes anymore, allowing the Embrell novitiates to use her sight while in her presence. 

			“Excellent, you’re both here,” the Matriarch said before knocking on the door.

			The Historian answered and wordlessly invited them into the small room. He immediately tapped on the door opposite the one they’d just walked through. The Pathmaster’s door. 

			After a pause, it swung open, revealing only darkness beyond.  

			“Step forward,” the Historian whispered to Maiyen and Pellary, before turning and speaking into the shadows. “Two novitiates stand ready to walk the Nimara Path.”

			There was a silence in which Pellary sensed a discerning gaze wander over Maiyen and herself. She’d rarely thought of her appearance since adopting the selfless life of an Embrell. Now, however, she was reminded of how small and simple she looked, especially when standing beside her elegant friend. 

			“Let them enter,” answered an ancient voice.

			“Go ahead,” instructed the Matriarch. “May the Goddess ever guide your steps.”

			Maiyen and Pellary took deep, simultaneous breaths and watched from the Matriarch’s eyes as they were swallowed by the dark room. The door closed behind them. The room was lidocrafted in a way to block their connection to the Matriarch, leaving them in total darkness.

			The old man’s voice cut through the gloom. “Novitiates Pellary and Maiyen, you stand before the Pathmaster. For what purpose do you come to me?”

			“We ask for a Path to walk,” they recited in unison, using the words they’d memorized ages ago in preparation for this moment.

			“Novitiate Maiyen,” the Pathmaster said. “What subject has been your main focus during your time here?”

			“Saerisian history. Specifically, the life of the prophet, Jophrat, and the first student, Embrell, founder of the Goddess’s Sight,” Maiyen answered. 

			“Very good. I’ve heard you’ve also an uncommon skill for reading intent beyond senses and emotions. A rare find in one so young and new to the Sight.”

			“Thank you, Pathmaster,” Maiyen said.

			There was a brief pause before the voice continued. “And you, Novitiate Pellary?” 

			“My studies have focused on the Lyprakarum. Also, on Uthiri culture, and…and on the old-world demons they worship.” Pellary’s words tumbled clumsily out of her mouth.

			“An interesting, even dangerous, topic of late. And from a young lady who I’m told is quite willful. It could be said of this pair before me that one has bathed in the Light and the other, Shadow. But both embraced by truth, I hope. Tell me, Novitiate Pellary, do you feel drawn to the Dark?”

			Pellary hesitated before whispering, “Yes.”

			“Facing the Dark is something all who wish to be Iress must do. Indeed, it is the soul of the Nimara Path. Let your Sister who bathes in the Light guide you.”

			“I will.”

			“And Maiyen, those who’ve studied the Shadow often bear greater respect for its power. Let your Sister, in turn, guide you as well.”

			“Yes, Pathmaster.”

			“Do either of you know where the Path Settings come from?” the Pathmaster asked, then answered his own question. “They come directly from the Jophrat Seat. He has informed me this is a unique case. None but our prophet, myself, and the two of you may know the location. Listen to my instructions very carefully; you are to leave here this very night. We’ve a man preparing to escort you. From now until you depart, none are to know even that you are leaving. You must enter the Path exactly eight days from today. Eight days. And remember this phrase: ‘Let faith guide you in the places the Light cannot reach.’”

			He cleared his throat before continuing. “It’s not widely known, but we’ve ceased calling novitiates to the Nimara Path during this war. An exception is being made for you two. While the Uthiri have yet to pose much threat to us here in Pyressa, the outlying villages are suffering. Just getting to the Path will be dangerous, not to mention the Path itself. People have died upon the Path; others have failed to complete it or refuse to be set upon it and are banished from the service. If you wish to decline, this is the moment in which to do it. There are no second chances. Knowing all this, do either of you wish to turn away at this point?”

			“No,” Maiyen replied immediately.

			Pellary took longer to respond but eventually gave the same answer as Maiyen. What choice did she have?

			“Very well,” he said. “After Jophrat, the prophet, escaped as the lone survivor of the destruction at Tardten, he walked what he called the Nimara Path. The Path granted him solitude, challenge, purpose, and an intimate relationship with the Goddess. These things served and taught him in ways that allowed him to serve and teach others. We wish the same for you. However, none know where the true Nimara Path is. Thus, you are called to any number of potential Paths, and the requirements of the Path are different for each Iress faction. The physical test for Embrells is to walk the Path by relying only on the inner Sight.” 

			A finger lightly pressed the center of Pellary’s forehead and traced a line from there to the tip of her nose. The same was done to Maiyen. 

			“A seal has been placed upon you. If you remove your blindfolds between now and the end of your Path, it will be known. Once that destination is reached you will be met and escorted to the Andira Abbey for your spiritual test: a task devised by the resident Iress Matriarch. Upon completion of this task, you will be Raised, full Iress within the Church of Saeris. Do you understand what is expected of you?”

			“Yes,” they both said.

			“In Light and Truth, then, you are called to…”

			In the slight pause before he spoke the answer, Pellary, by some deep instinct, was suddenly certain of what he was going to say. She could have spoken it with him.

			“Ankr Pass.”

			3 Pellary

			After dark, there was a discreet knock on their door. It was the Matriarch. 

			“Come,” she said. “We must move quickly.”

			Pellary and Maiyen followed her, carrying their bags. The life of an Iress novitiate was a simple one. In addition to a copy of The Song of Saeris and Lyprakarum, Pellary carried only a change of underclothes, along with an outfit more suitable for hiking than the robes she wore now, a few towels she used to wash her face and teeth at night, and the same ratty hairbrush she’d arrived with.

			The Matriarch whispered as they walked, “We’ve enlisted the help of a man called Striker. He’s a bit ragged in the wrong places, but he’s never failed to deliver anyone to their Nimara Path before. You may borrow his sight, so don’t worry about that. He’s already been paid. So do not let him at any of this.” She handed them a small bag of coins. “Enough to pay for your rooms and meals. He’s been told to take you to Bellawych,” the Matriarch continued. “You’re not to tell a soul, including Striker, where you’re going after that. Even I don’t know. Understood?”

			“Yes, Iress,” they said.

			She waited a moment longer, letting the silence punctuate her point. Retrieving a large key from her robes, she unlocked the front gate. The lock made a deep, metallic clang when she turned the key and the hinges a mournful groan as one of the double doors swung open. She stopped when it was only just wide enough for them to slip out.

			“Striker,” she called softly.

			“Yes ma’am,” a rasp answered.

			“The girls are here. Deliver them as quickly and safely as you can.”

			“Will do, Iress.”

			“Thank you,” she said, turning back to the novitiates. “It was a pleasure having you here with us, girls. May you be ever bathed in Light and embraced by Truth.”

			“Thank you, Iress,” they answered.

			And then the Matriarch was gone. The hollow sounds of the door shutting and the lock re-engaging was the last Pellary would ever hear from this place that had been her home for the last four years. The fortunate souls still within its walls would be shocked to learn she, of all people, did not wish to leave. Much of her time had been spent arguing with her teachers and fellow novitiates. However, unlike Maiyen, she had nowhere else in all the mortal Midlands she might call home.

			Turning reluctantly away, Pellary cast her awareness out before her. By the Embrell Sight she saw the living things around her appear as points of light. In a crowded room it was like standing amid the stars. Here, she saw only the spark of Maiyen beside her and three glowing dots ahead corresponding to the driver of the stagecoach and the two horses hitched to it. Pellary reached out and mentally grasped Mr. Striker’s light. It suddenly seemed as if she, at least most of her, was in the driver’s seat, staring out at the dark city streets. 

			“Step aboard, ladies,” said Striker. “We may get through Istle and into Wolgen Fort by this time tomorrow if you don’t hold us up too much.”

			“Of course,” said Maiyen. “Sorry sir, it’s just…saints and stars, the city is quite a sight.”

			“It’s a shame you’ve only my sorry eyes to see it with,” the old man said.

			“No sir, they’re quite suitable,” Maiyen insisted politely as she and Pellary ducked inside. Pellary sat first, but before Maiyen had time to settle, the stagecoach pulled away, forcing her backwards into her seat with a nervous laugh.

			We’re actually on our way; can you believe it Pellary? Maiyen’s inner thoughts seemed brighter, and Pellary sensed her friend’s excitement had begun to outweigh her trepidation.

			Only an hour ago, in their room, Maiyen had been all but sobbing with fear and fury at the thought of their destination. Pellary had reminded her that grim assumptions were made of nearly every place cloaked in mystery, and this seemed to be enough to calm Maiyen’s emotions. However, while Pellary believed her own words, she remained pensive. There was no denying the ominous shadow being cast over the journey by the grim reports of Ankr Pass. What might be waiting for them there? It was yet another reason Pellary was loathe to leave.

			She watched the twinkling city pass by through Striker’s eyes, longing for him to turn around so she could catch one more glimpse of the abbey. 

			He never did.
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			Near Lockwood

		

		
			1 Ameryn

			It happened just after sunup. She’d said her morning prayers, and the daily chores were well begun. The golden light was only beginning to throw blue shadows across the sand. Ameryn closed her eyes, feeling the heat on her skin and breathing in the new day. She tried to enjoy it. To make the moment last. In seconds, however, her familiar fears returned, and she opened her eyes again, cursing the fleeting nature of peace. 

			That’s when she saw it. A growing speck on the open horizon. In this harsh place, where any variation might mean doom for her little family’s fragile existence, the sight filled her heart with dread. 

			Romy, her hound dog, began barking at the shape as it drew close enough to identify. There was little in the desert frontier to hide a man approaching, especially a man on horseback, and when he was close enough for Ameryn to see his uniform, her heart leaped. The last time she’d seen her beloved husband, it was the reverse of this scene. A man, her man, in an identical uniform disappearing into the unfeeling distance. But no, as the figure drew closer, she could see that this man was not hers. As high as her heart had risen, it now plummeted, and this emotion was not banished so easily.

			Her mind desperately scrambled for any explanation for the stranger’s approach other than that one. The one that stuck. The one that must be true.

			He was here to inform her of her husband’s death. 

			Her heartbeat thundered in her ears and forced the air from her lungs. The voice of her son drifted towards her as if he were far away.

			“There’s a man approaching,” he said.

			“I see him, Crowan,” she managed, wanting him to be someplace else. “Did you tend to those chickens?”

			“Seven eggs!” he declared, lifting the basket in his hands. “But I dropped six of them.”

			“I’m in no mood for your jests,” she groaned. “Get them in the house and clean the ones that need cleaning. I’ll see what this stranger is about.” 

			“Do I have to?” 

			“Now, Crow.”

			The careful way her son carried the basket away made her ache. Only eleven winters to his name and now without a father. You don’t know that, she scolded herself, while not allowing any other notion to take its place. She’d always thought it best to expect the worst. Took the sting out of bad news when it came. But does it really? she wondered. Or does it only make an enemy of the future as The Song of Saeris says?

			“Hush, Romy,” Ameryn said to the still-barking dog. Romy tried to obey, but small, worried yelps still escaped the animal as she followed Ameryn, walking out to meet the stranger.

			The man pulled his mount to a halt before her. Ameryn resisted the urge to rake her brunette locks down around her face and hide the scars on her cheeks, souvenirs from an acute case of pox that had afflicted her as a child. He bore scars as well, made even more visible by the way they interrupted his short gray beard, but less so as they got lost among the lines on his face. She’d guess he’d seen four dozen winters at least, about twenty more than herself. His expression was stern but not without kindness, a description that matched his deep voice when he spoke. 

			“Mrs. Ameryn of Vowery?”

			Had her hammering heart not been in her throat, Ameryn would have laughed at the stateliness he attached to her simple name in this wild place. Additionally, her closest neighbors were more than a mile away; who else might he expect to find here? While all this ran through her mind, all she did was nod in answer. 

			He fixed her with a concerned expression until his gaze moved past her. She didn’t need to turn around to know her son had just appeared in the doorway of their simple cabin. The stranger’s eyes lingered on the boy a moment before he swung down off the horse and landed with a ringing of the spurs on his boots. He removed his hat and, reluctantly this time, met her eyes again.

			“I’m afraid, ma’am, I have some unfortunate news,” he began.

			“My husband is gone,” she said, thinking it might hurt less to voice it herself. It didn’t. When he nodded in answer, even though it was what she expected, the news struck like a hammer. “Don’t say a word more until I tell the boy,” she instructed, surprised at the steadiness of her voice.

			Her control broke a little once she was turned away from the stranger. Her son could tell something was wrong.

			“Mother?” There was a quaver to his voice.

			“Inside.”

			Crow stepped back, and she shut the door behind them both. Ameryn rested her back against the planks, shutting her stinging eyes and sending welled tears tumbling down her hot cheeks. Every gasp of air was like claws on her throat, while a branding iron burned her chest. 

			“What is it? What’s going on?” her son asked.

			Ameryn slid to a sitting position, exhaling as if she were blowing out a candle, bracing herself for what she was about to do. She had to tell her boy, her sweet boy, who loved his father with all his young and mighty heart. Then she had to watch that heart shatter before her eyes.

			“Crowan,” she said. “The man outside came here with news about your father.”

			“He’s…he’s.” Crowan couldn’t form the words. 

			Ameryn forced herself to speak them. “He’s gone, Crowan. Passed.”

			His reaction startled her. Instead of crumbling, she watched as the blood drained from his face and the youthful innocence from his eyes. His gaze shifted from her to the north window, his expression shocked, then hard. Harder than she’d ever seen it. He was silent a long while.

			“How?” he asked. 

			“I…I don’t know,” she admitted. She’d not asked that question, even to herself, until now. Her mind was flooded with violent images of his cold and bloodied body alone on some battlefield, forgotten by all but the buzzards. She forced the visions away, sure she’d die from the pain.

			What did you expect? she chided herself, Tamiron was no soldier. Did you really think he’d return when the Uthiri were cutting through so many experienced warriors? But, when he’d left, he was so certain he’d see her again and vowed to return. She’d felt the rightness of his confidence like a promise from the Goddess Saeris Herself.

			Once more, it was Crowan who broke her spell of stunned silence. “Does he know?” Her son inclined his head in the direction of the stranger outside. 

			“What’s he doing?” Ameryn inquired, scrambling for the window. She peeked over the sill, as if hiding from the man. He’d not moved, was only rubbing the neck of his brilliantly white horse. Romy had protectively parked herself on their doorstep, barking and growling.

			“I want to ask him,” Crowan said.

			“What?”

			“I want to ask him how my father died.” 

			“Oh, yes, of course. No. Stay here.”

			“Why?”

			Ameryn didn’t answer. She had no answer. It made no sense and part of her knew it, but she needed some space to let her thoughts untie themselves from the knots they had been tangled into. Thankfully, Crowan fell silent. There was a long pause wherein neither of them said anything. Ameryn stared at the floor planks, at a spiral in the wood grain she’d never noticed and wasn’t really seeing now. No sensation felt real anymore. Eventually, she moved from small, hiccupping gasps to slow, stable breathing. Whether ten minutes or an hour had passed she didn’t know.

			“I’m going to ask him,” Crowan said. There was hesitation in his voice, as if he was unsure of the reaction he’d elicit with this mild disobedience.

			“Go then,” was her only answer.

			He opened the door but didn’t close it all the way. For once this failed to earn him a reprimand. Romy’s nervous shuffling and whining followed the boy’s diminishing footsteps. 

			“Mister?” he asked.

			“Yes lad?” the man answered.

			“How did it happen? How did my father die?” 

			A silence followed. Ameryn was pretending, even to herself, to not be listening though she was hanging on every sound—afraid to even blink lest she miss anything spoken. She heard the stranger move toward Crowan now, each step accompanied by the groan of leather armor and the chime of spurs. Though her eyes never strayed from the floorboard knot, she could track the movements outside. The stranger was kneeling, looking at her son in his big, brown eyes.

			“Your name is Crow, right?”

			“Crowan, but people call me Crow.” 

			“Crowan, then. Good name, you wear it well.” He paused before continuing. “The Uthiri had weakened some of the battlements more than we’d realized. A group of soldiers, your father among them, were stationed as lookouts on a wooden tower; it collapsed, killing most of them.”

			“He didn’t die fighting?” Crow asked.

			“He died in the line of duty, doing his part to hold the enemy back. It was a valorous end. Don’t let anyone tell you different.”

			“But…but…”

			“I know that’s hard to understand, but you should know your father was as brave a man as I’ve ever seen wear the uniform, and I’ve seen more than most in my time. At least he’ll be missed by good folk. Many meet their end and are forgotten the next day.”

			Ameryn sensed her son wanted to say more, but either emotion or the lack of words held him from it. The stranger spoke again.

			“Your mother, when might she be fit to speak?”

			Ameryn, under a sudden rush of anger, found herself on her feet and marching out to them.

			“What’s got you in such a hurry, sir?” she spouted. “You show up, unannounced, out of the desert bearing tragic news and expect us to…to…”

			The stranger also stood. “I meant no disrespect, ma’am. I have more to discuss with you is all. I’m in no hurry; I’ll wait ‘til nightfall or tomorrow if you wish it.”

			The level of calm control he wielded in the face of her naked vulnerability outraged her further. “Nothing you say could possibly be worse than the news you’ve already brought us. Speak the rest of your piece now, then be on your way.”

			“Well, that’s just it. I’d prefer to not be off at all,” he said. “Tamiron and I were friends. I promised him that if he were to die in service to the King I’d look after you and the boy for a while, seeing as I have no home or family to return to. I’d like to help out, at least until Crowan here is old enough to handle things.”

			“And who says we need your help?” Ameryn shocked herself with her severity. In truth, she would desperately need all the help she could get, come harvest time. She’d been lost in a constant state of worry as the year wore on, unsure how she and Crow would handle the workload alone. An extra pair of strong hands in the fall could mean the difference between living and dying in the winter. 

			“Certainly not me,” the man said. “I’m at your mercy, ma’am. Say the word, and I’ll ride out of here faster than I came.”

			“And how did you get away when the war effort is going so poorly they’ve resorted to drafting farmers?” she asked.

			His answer came reluctantly. “I’m getting too old for war, ma’am. As bad as things are, the army’s got no need for an old, broken-down soldier. They let me go without a fuss. These days, I get in the way more often than I help.”

			“So you’ve decided to get in our way instead?”

			Her words drew a sad smile from the man. “Yes.”

			Ameryn paused, considering. She took him in more critically now. He appeared old but not ancient and, given how well he carried himself, far from feeble. However, she imagined war was, indeed, a young man’s game. “What is your name?”

			“People just call me Dav.”

			2 Daverell

			A small, glossy spider clung to the silver tendrils of its fine web. The web itself clung to the corner of the open hatch in the barn’s roof. Daverell’s gaze moved to something far beyond the spider: the Star of Saeris. It had been a long time since he’d taken much notice of it. Even longer since it had raised his thoughts to the Goddess.

			Ever bathed in Light, he thought. Ever embraced by Truth. Those words, an old Saerisian adage, had come to mean precious little to him. In this moment, they brought his mind to his dagger. The one he’d hidden under the bedroll. He pushed it further beneath him, praying Mrs. Vowery would never find it. Her tenuous trust in him would snap in an instant. 

			She had mostly stayed within the cabin all that day while her boy, Crow, had given Daverell instructions on everything to be done. There had not been much time together, really, but it was enough to convince Daverell that the boy was the one. A real-life child of prophecy, like in a story. 

			How was Daverell going to take the child away? Ameryn was a hard frontier woman. Strong-willed and protective. She’d never let Crow go, and Daverell couldn’t wrestle the child across half the country. If he could gain the boy’s trust, would the youngster come with him willingly? Leave his mother behind? Daverell couldn’t say. He knew for certain, however, that if he took Crow—cooperative or not—Ameryn would curse the name of Daverell Kain for the rest of her days.

			But I’d only take him for a short while, Daverell reasoned. And when Crow returns, it will be as the young man who saved the country—maybe all the Midlands—from destruction. And if that fails to douse her rage…well, even then, I suppose it would be worth it.

			He’d done worse for less. It was a heavy burden the Goddess had placed on his shoulders. Being the man to inform Ameryn of her husband’s passing before taking her son away. However, if that was the path the Goddess had set before him, he must walk it. Betraying one good woman for the benefit of all was surely a fair trade in Her eyes.

			What if Daverell told Ameryn what he believed about her boy? Was there a chance she’d think he was anything but a madman? It was too early to say.

			For now, he could do nothing but wait and watch. But eventually, they’d run out of time. Either his cover would be exposed, or the war would reach them. Until either of those things happened, Daverell would foster as much trust with mother and son as he could. It would make things easier when time came to do what needed doing. 

			The longer sleep eluded him, the less this conclusion sat well. Was he a common liar, weaving a trap for good people? He suddenly suspected he was more connected to the spider above his head than the star. Daverell reached up and pulled the hatch shut, cutting out the view of both.

			3 Ameryn

			Tamiron is gone.

			In the days that followed, these words—this brutal truth—rang so loudly through Ameryn’s head, she struggled to do the simplest of tasks.

			Tamiron is gone.

			Her foundation. Her light in the dark. Her rescuer.

			Fifteen years ago, in Pyressa—city of the eternal flame and Threya’s capitol—a blaze had broken out during the night of the annual fire festival and burned down half the city. An irony that might have been humorous if not for the hundreds left dead. Ameryn had been performing in a saloon when she first heard the screams and ran home. She’d arrived just in time to watch her home collapse in an explosion of embers. Her mother, father, and sister—the entirety of her family—killed in the inferno.

			From that day to this, whenever fear seized her, she could feel the reaching flames, smell the choking smoke, and hear the crackling roar.

			Then there were the numb days after the fire. Homeless. Wandering the blackened streets.

			That’s where Tamiron had found her, pulling her out of a fog of misery. Loving her before she could love him back. When she could, she did. More than enough to marry him and follow him out here. He’d wanted to build something new. A life wholly theirs. Ameryn had wanted to escape the city. On the frontier, the trees and houses were far apart. When they burned, they burned one at a time. Getting out would be easier. Her new family would be safe.

			Life, however, is creative in finding ways to steal people away, and war is as merciless a beast as fire. Tragedy was the truth of life. The moments of joy in-between? A cruel lie.

			Tamiron is gone.

			Reminders were everywhere. She didn’t much mind those that brought Tam as he was in his radiant life to mind, but she’d begun taking the long way into town to avoid the Lockwood cemetery. She came across a dead coyote at the far end of her field, its bloated carcass covered in maggots, and was unable to stop herself from imagining Tamiron’s body in the same state. Discarded and decaying on some abandoned battlefield. 

			Her torment ran so deep she feared her heart would cease beating or her lungs refuse the air. How damaged could a soul get before it affected the body that housed it? If dying from grief was possible, she’d perish in an instant if not for the correcting terror of leaving Crowan alone in the world.

			Crow had been crying himself to sleep at night but warming to the stranger by day. The boy burdened Dav with foolish questions. Was his sword heavy? Would he let Crow see it sometime? Maybe hold it? How many swords did he own? What was the best type of sword? Ameryn would have swept the boy away from the man, as much for his pestering as for his concerning subject matter, if she weren’t so oppressed by her emotions. Besides, Dav only offered short answers and asked a fair share of his own questions as he tried to make himself useful.

			A day came when her son laughed again, amused that Dav, a grown man, was ignorant of how to milk a cow. Ameryn was at once annoyed at Crow’s exclamations of mirth while also being comforted by them. She wondered in disappointment at his ability to find joyful moments under the shadow of Tamiron’s absence but was simultaneously grateful, perhaps even a little envious, that he could.

			“I think he’s a good man, here to help us,” Crowan said one day.

			“Maybe so,” Ameryn replied. “But your father built our home and planted our garden. Even in his absence he provides for us more than anyone else can—save the Goddess above, of course.” As she said it, the truth of the words settled into her bones. Yes, Tamiron was gone, but he had left his mark on this place. The trees he’d planted and the structures he’d built endured. As long as she had a life here, it was a life with him.

			This was the first hopeful notion she’d had since learning of Tam’s fate, and it led her to another bit of inspiration.

			“Why don’t we have a little fireside gathering tonight. In honor of your father.”

			“A funeral?” Crow asked.

			“No,” she answered a little too forcefully. “Something to keep him…the memory of him alive. I think it would do us all some good to talk. Celebrate the life he led with some food…and maybe song.” 

			Later, under a dimming sky, Dav and Crowan carried armfuls of wood and their supper down to the river pool. Ameryn reached into the small cupboard where she stored her clothes. Tucked away, on the top shelf, her probing fingers closed around the neck of her guitar. Pulling it down, she blew away the dust. Had it been so long?

			She plucked at the strings. They were woefully out of tune but not yet too brittle to play. Could she do this? Dav was still a stranger to her. Playing before him would be difficult, but she could manage if she kept it slight and simple. Music had become too personal to share with any but those closest to her. Other musicians seemed able to sing and play without exposing their heart, but Ameryn could not. Baring herself enough to perform in the way she used to made her feel exposed. Weak. Like she had that long-ago night in the face of the blaze. She sighed, mourning that part of her, lost forever. Ameryn slung the instrument over her shoulder and stepped outside to walk down to the river.

			The frontier had once appeared desolate to her, even grotesque. A sharp contrast to the deep, saturated forests of her youth. In the thickets, color was abundant and innate. Shapes were intimate and vertical. The painters of the forest were blossoms and beetles, the little things. Out here, the horizon was always laid before her, and the colors, while muted, were richer in variety. On a canvas this big and neutral, the sun and clouds were the painters, and they created a vast and living landscape of forever shifting shadows and hues. It was an untiring marvel. One she enjoyed enjoying. 

			 Crowan greeted her with a smile. Dav ladled the meaty meal into three wooden bowls. Ameryn picked at the food, unsure of her appetite. Eating sparingly and automatically. 

			Dav pulled out a small book and began drawing by the last of the light while Crow looked over his shoulder.

			“Wow,” the boy said. “Dav, did you draw those?”

			“I’m afraid so,” Dav responded.

			“Can I see more?” Crow asked.

			Dav began flipping through the book.

			“How did you learn?”

			“In the army, between the training and fighting, there’s a whole lot of sitting and waiting,” Dav said. “Soldiers often acquire some sort of hobby to fill the time. Some of the best jugglers I’ve ever seen are military men. I took to sketching.”

			“Mother, have you seen these?” Crow turned to look at her.

			Ameryn walked over and studied the sketches with her son.

			“My, they’re wonderful,” she observed. “I half expect the pages to glow.”

			“Glow? Why would they glow?” Crowan asked.

			“It’s just an expression,” Ameryn answered. 

			“A reference to lidocrafting,” Dav said. “Holy art so lovely it drives away the darkness.”

			“Enough to glow?” The boy glanced between them both.

			“Of course not,” Ameryn said. 

			“Oh yes,” Dav replied at the same time.

			Ameryn studied Dav, confused, before turning back to her son. “No. Saying so is just a compliment.” 

			“One my scribbles are far from worthy of.” Dav closed the book.

			Crow threw another log on the fire, sending sparks frolicking upwards.

			“Keep it small, Crow,” Ameryn advised, backing up from the fire and pulling her instrument into her arms. Closing her eyes, Ameryn tuned the guitar, getting the notes just right. Like slipping back into old boots not worn in a while, the guitar in her arms and strings under her fingers were effortlessly, comfortingly familiar. She went from tuning the strings to plucking out a few familiar melodies, weaving from one to the next and warming up her voice by gently humming along. She kept it light and playful, but it still hurt.

			She would endure it tonight. For Tamiron. 

			“These are some of the songs Tam loved,” she said, playing rousing frontier tunes about the freedom found in an open horizon, under a vast carpet of stars. About life in the wilderness, taming the untamable. The itch of vulnerability crept up on her, and she pivoted to something silly—Captain Crig—a lively tune about a mischievous dog. Crow and Dav were grinning, slapping their knees and bobbing their heads. Finally, it became too much. She stopped, letting the vibration of the strings slow. The world returned to the crackle of the fire.

			Crow clapped and whistled.

			“That was…” Dav said breathlessly, “I’ve rarely heard playing and singing so fine.”

			“Thank you,” Ameryn said with a tired smile. “But after seeing your sketches, I think I’d trade talents if I could.”

			“That would be a mighty unfair exchange.” He shook his head.

			“Music is a very momentary thing. It really only exists when it is being played. One hundred years from now someone will look at your drawings and see the very marks you made with your own hand. There’s something lasting about it that appeals to me.”

			“No one will look at my drawings in a hundred years.”

			“Even if that’s true, if I were to write my music down it would really only be instructions for another to recreate it. The music itself cannot be captured in the way your art can.”

			“So play some more!” Crowan urged.

			“It’s getting late, son,” she said.

			“You mean, we have to go back?”

			“Well, perhaps not quite yet, but stop feeding the fire.”

			They watched it, chatting as it burned itself into red shimmering embers.

			“Have you ever fought hellspawn?” Crowan suddenly asked Dav.

			“Crow, don’t say that word,” Ameryn scolded.

			“It’s in The Song,” Crow protested. “Why can the prophet write it, yet I can’t say it?”

			“Because the prophet didn’t have me for a mother,” said Ameryn. “There’s no reason to say it. Dav hasn’t fought any demons. No one has. Hardly anyone believes in them anymore.”

			“The Uthiri do,” Dav said. “This war was started because Uthir, or at least that king of theirs, got it into his head that Threya has hidden and imprisoned their ancient god. One of the great, old-world Elder Demons.”
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