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      Blood.

      A silver-skinned girl in the back of the galley watched as blood splashed across the squeaky, wooden stage, covering the zealot who was helplessly trying to speak their message to an unwelcoming crowd. Their once brown robe—now drenched in red stains—absorbed the ichor. The gore strung from the crowd and painted the zealot’s face, even from within the deep darkness of their wide hood.

      None of this was new, nor was it a surprising reaction toward the zealot.

      This continuous condemnation of the religious fanatic grew with each speech and each new city they passed through, according to street gossip. In this acknowledgement and preparation for callous castigation, the silver-skinned girl considered why the zealot had not considered recusal from the world—but perhaps they had. Then the zealot spoke.

      “Gods rule and hate rises for them. Magic remains      an affliction, and I carry the worst of them, I carry much of this land’s hate. For whom has not spoken in defiance of The Prophet of Blood in these past years? Who truly wishes to follow me into another war?”

      The throng appeared no different in its reaction toward the prophet, least not in their hateful response. The prophet sounded convinced none wanted to hear anything from their mouth.

      However, today did go differently. For      after the initial response of bile the gallery gave, the message rang clearer than ever before. It must have, because people listened.

      The prophet’s speeches—the silver-skinned girl had heard from drunkards and vagabonds—came as hollow, historical accounts retelling the events of the gods from when they      remained in Kaiyara, the House of Lordship. Now, however, the Prophet of Blood apparently had something entirely different to say.

      “Bringing mortality to divinity has not shown the weakness you need to see! Perhaps I have erred in this. Perhaps I must show why you should choose confidence.”

      The crowd was silent, then.

      “People of Kaiya,” the prophet started, getting rotten tomatoes thrown at their head. “I have come to acknowledge the fault in my message. I now see my errors and I understand your contentions with me! You have heard of my… practices,” the prophet trailed off for a short moment, dodging incoming projectiles but had no emotional response to the flurry.

      “Yes,” the prophet started again. “I have healed many through the use of my blood. I know that this, and the use of magic altogether, is alarming, if not entirely frightening to you all. And for good reason!”

      The crowd stopped clamoring with anger and a silence whispered over an otherwise enraged people. The crowd, to the silver-skinned girl, seemed ready to listen.

      “Magic lied to you!”

      The crowd muttered in agreement.

      “Magic hurt you!”

      The crowd grew a few smiles and light chittering amongst doubters grew to excitement.

      “Magic led you astray and freed the worst kind of beings onto your lands!”

      The crowd cheered.

      “Magic is the reason gods have returned to the land of Kaiya! Magic is the reason one of the greatest cities known to your people, all people, has fallen to ash!”

      The crowd’s anger had returned, but not for the Prophet of Blood.

      “I too condemn the will of the gods! I have tried and tried to spell out to you the accounts of their actions as I remember them, having seen them in my visions, but I know now that is not what is needed!”

      The crowd’s silence returned as eagerness noticeably awaited the Prophet of Blood. The throng, including the silver-skinned girl, wanted to be told what was needed. Now, all listened, for all were quiet.

      “Their actions and history mean nothing, if not very little, to you. This I know. What matters is their actions be condemned and acted upon!”

      The crowd raised with a furious cry of frustrated enlightenment at the prophet’s words.

      “How?” a voice yelled from the crowd. “Have your visions told us how to bring down the gods?”

      “Yes,” the prophet said with a light but staggering voice. “I must warn you, though, fair people of Kaiya…”

      “They starve us!” shouted one, desperate voice.

      “They conscript us!” came another.

      The crowd’s attention locked onto the prophet as they spoke. Now, likely for the first time, the girl of silver skin guessed, an entire body of people analyzed the prophet’s voice; or, at the very least, she did.

      “An odd thing,” the prophet said, “I see in your eyes. You want to know because, for the first time, my words are not hated. This I know, and I am sorry I have failed you so long.”

       The prophet’s voice delivered, soft-spoken, but direct. At times, there was a booming and fearsome resurgence coming from under the red-stained hood, and at other times, it was as light as a pleading child. This entire audience, while trying their best to keep every ounce of attention on the prophet, to hear the speaker for the very first time, started asking each other new questions. “Is it man, or a lady?”

      The deep girth of the prophet’s robes hid their form. They were tall, and onstage they were of notable size, but many within the crowd mentioned the prophet seemed much smaller the closer they were. Many of the attendees were close enough to stand directly beside the zealot before they ascended to speak. One member of the crowd even claimed to have reached and touched their arm, which the crowd member stated was “as frail and tiny as my little girl.”

      “In order to kill the gods,” the prophet’s voice roared, recapturing the attention of the crowd, “you must be prepared for war!”

      Whispers mixed with panic spurred starving mouths once more. They were seemingly no longer fearful of the prophet—as the rumors of the robed figure bringing a bloody death to civilization had set many at uneasiness—but rather, the thought of war the real threat. The events of Harigamun’s siege nearly two years ago had terrified nearly everyone, even the silver-skinned girl, and she only knew of the drunken tales regarding that battle.

      “Magic done burnt that city,” said one.

      “Magic ain’t good for the world!” claimed another.

      “It’s that damn warlord’s fault the gods are even here! We ought not to have fought! Just as well this time too, lads. Walk away!” The crowd’s mutterings turned indiscernible.

      “I know the thought of war can be a grievous exercise,” said the prophet. “But hearken to me as I tell you, the weakness of the gods is the very thing that terrifies you. Their being on Kaiya alone makes them weaker. These gods are not gods!”

      The crowd gasped, nearly in unison.

      “They claim to be gods! They claim to be your dominion! What sort of God is not all powerful in all realms? I dare say to you now, people of Kaiya, it was not the gods you fear, it was not within the House of Lordship by which all of creation was made! These beings are beyond many things of this realm, but death and creation are not among them!”

      Shock grabbed hold of the crowd. “Not gods? What are these tyrants if not gods?”

      One of the crowd shouted toward the prophet, “If they are not gods, then what is? Who is? Or, who can be?”

      The prophet chuckled. “I know, dear friends,” the Prophet of Blood continued. “I know what I say goes against the dogmatic approach to magic you’ve all come to know and fear. But hear me when I say, the only thing that makes any of those tyrants a god is the absence of will from others to control their own lives!”

      The crowd grew restless. Now the prophet spoke in an unclear or coded speech. Babbling, they were.

      “Just say what you mean to say,” shouted another member of the crowd.

      “I have,” the prophet answered. “But let me answer further. The will to control can be taken by many, including yourselves.”

      “How do we take control?” a soft-voiced member of the crowd, who stood near the front of the stage, asked.

      The prophet walked to where the soft-voiced member stood and leaned down to them. They put a hand on the member of the crowd, giving them a small view beneath their stained hood.

      “What is your name?”

      “Areema,” the soft-voice said. “What is yours?”

      The prophet smiled. “Areema, all you must do to take control is decide it is time to fight.”

      Areema looked into the shadowed eyes of the prophet, probably trying to determine if she was speaking to a man or a woman. Under the darkness of the hood, the silver-skinned girl still could make no decision as the voice the prophet spoke in was quite soft when they asked Areema for her name, but upon uttering the last words, the prophet rose from a crouched stance to address the crowd with a commanding, somewhat masculine, cadence. At this observation, the silver-skinned girl decided it was a rather pointless assignment… as the prophet’s message was clear—the people of Kaiya needed to decide it was time to fight their tyrannic oppressors.

      “And if we decide it is time to fight?” asked a final voice from the crowd.

      “Then you will journey far into Cravenwood,” the prophet answered. “You have not ventured far enough until you start to wonder if you are truly lost.”

      “Stop right there!” yelled an approaching voice. “You’ll not escape us this time ya bloody bitch! The City Watch of Nightfall’ll hang and bleed ya like a stuck pig in our city square!”

      The prophet quickly unsheathed a knife, slitting both wrists, and draining what looked to be all of their blood—but how? In an instant, the crowd watched as the prophet sank into a pool of blood of their own making, disappearing as the sun set over the dreary city of Nightfall. The guards tried jumping into the left-over puddle only to find themselves smashing their backsides against the wood and breaking it. The crowd laughed as the guards fell through the rickety stage beneath their own weight.

      “You think ya can mock the City Watch?” one of the guards sarcastically asked, as they managed to not fall amongst the broken boards. “We’ll just string one of ya up, then. See if that don’t set yer behavior right.”

      The guard, one of three, grabbed Areema—the young girl the prophet was previously speaking to—from the gallery by her light linen blouse and dragged her onto the unbroken part of the platform. The other two guards managed to climb out of the remains and now stood beside the other as Areema was held with a sword to her throat.

      The captured youth, no older than sixteen years, tried her hardest not to burst into wailing cries, but she couldn’t help to crack under the likelihood of death—a cold, mean, callous death. Areema, likely as much as everyone else in the city, knew of the cruelty associated with the Guards of Nightfall, and the silver-skinned onlooker watched as Areema’s face flushed with fear and dropped at the thought of being caught by their hands.

      “Say yer name,” said one of the guards with a scratchy voice.

      “Areema,” she shuttered.

      “Say yer name for the lot of em’ to hear!” he shouted.

      “Areema!” she cried out.

      “Since you lot think so highly of blood, mayhaps we should spill this here girl’s for you so you stop wanting to hear the blood bitch speak, ye? Give ya plenty of blood to think about.”

      Many of the onlookers from the crowd wanted to attack the guard, including the silver-skinned watcher, and sure, with sheer quantity they would outnumber their tormentors. One attack on a small patrol of guards, though, wouldn’t stop the next wave, and those living in Nightfall had no weapons.

      As one of the bystanders watched, they made the suggestion under a cowardly whisper. “We can beat them!”

      “The Watch holds the armories, boy,” the older citizen said. “We’ve not had means for fightin’ for years. Now ain’t the time.”

      And many people who stood on the arid dirt of Nightfall’s desert-laden cityscape watched the horror of what would come of this little girl named Areema. Each of them likely would have agreed with the sentiment to attack, much as the silver-skinned girl did, but… now wasn’t the time. However, one among them felt emboldened, or perhaps, offended.

      “Rise up! People of Nightfall, we must end the tyranny!”

      The shouting member of the crowd launched forward at his enemy, vaulting onto the stage barehanded with his full ferocity in tow. He knocked a sword out of one of their hands and landed a few hits, but no one else from the crowd budged. Within moments, the attacking crowd member was impaled by a pike and left bleeding out beside the little, frightened Areema.

      “Go on then,” one of the City Watch said. “Anyone else who would like to try?”

      The crowd stood stunned and silent.

      “You lot ought to know better,” the guard holding Areema said as he placed his sword back onto her neck. “Go ahead then. Join the blood bitch in the woods if ya like. If we catch anyone without approval leaving the city’s walls, we’ll do this to ya.”

      The guard sliced the girl’s throat, and her struggling body fell onto the stage as silent stares watched her fight for air. After moments of struggle, her essence pooled and joined with the lone member of the throng who tried to save her.

      “Ya serve Bregor,” said the guard who killed her. “You, as well as I, serve the Lord of Darkness, and God of Night. If ya think there’s a shadow from which ya can hide, then by all means, I’d love to kill more of ya when ya try leaving the city.” Each word sounded as if spoken with welling spit.

      All of the rabble members remained quiet, watching as the little girl’s lifeblood thickened and the darkness of Nightfall crept over the city streets. Sunrise became harder and harder to recognize in this foul place, but those who had lived there for decades knew when the sun was setting, so they claimed. Alas, it felt a dimmer and darker night had befallen this night.

      These events would come to be known as The Final Wound[1], as the silver-skinned girl would later learn, and as all the members of the remaining host dispersed after extended moments of silence, those were the reaching words of a broken-hearted woman deep in the bowels of shadows, far from catching, and far from knowing. As they were the cries of a broken mother who was dragged away by the guards, likely hauled off to a cell.

      Each of them—the craven patrons—returned to their homes with relentless cries for rebellion, or self-exile. Not a single person; man, elf, or dwarf of any kind who stood in that horde, would sit idly by that night, at least, not their lips. At least, that is what the silver-skinned girl hoped. Later, much later, the silver-skinned girl would learn that many, if not most of them, called on the ones they loved to make a final flight from the city, whether it be to hide, or to gather in Cravenwood.

      Sadly, many of the droves from that night would die trying to escape. One of them, however, would not die. No, this little elf of dark but drained silver skin hidden by a cloak of her own, she would live and rise from that blood-soaked platform of decaying wood.

      She’d had found herself escaping from terrors of her own, scaling the walls of Nightfall many nights before, scraping for food from unsuspecting merchants in the darkness. She was trying to find solitude away from the prying eyes of many who would condemn her as Ansei, so she fled to the city of darkness, hoping to stay hidden. Now, she felt as though she could not stay veiled. She could not stay in the city of Nightfall and become another act of cruelty perpetrated by the City Watch under the tyrannical God of Night, Bregor. No, she would need to scale the walls once again and do as she was bid by the Prophet of Blood.

      As many were to eventually do that night, she would have to journey far into the depths of Cravenwood. She would have to decide it was time to fight.

      But she needed a name, for her own was last, forgotten, like many things for the silver-skinned girl.

      Thus, Areema was born by blood, under cloak and darkness.

      
        
        “Riccah Madwin served as the first Apostle of Blood, as well as one of the earliest champions to ever share in Groff’s consciousness. It is through this champion and others that I have grown in knowledge and deepened my despair.

        Champion consciousness is my burden. But my suffering pales in comparison to that of those before me.

        Riccah taught me the founding of this order, its deity—Raknar—and more importantly, that which they sealed away… devils.”

        —Varelia, A Mad Diary

      

      

      

      [1] The Final Wound, noted by the Scribes of Vari, was marked as the night the rebellion of Nightfall took place. The city was put to flame and busted stone as many rose up and tried to flee. This short-lived rebellion was led by Barei Folsong, the brother of Areema Folsong, who demanded blood in response to the death of his sister. He, along with many who led the uprising, would perish that night, but it was because of his actions that many escaped into the night, bolstering the forces of rebels growing in Cravenwood.
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        “Ramha was the only Ragi to serve as a champion with Groff. She knew many secrets, including those that allowed one to create runes, or rather, cheat the ones that could cause nasty harm to the user. It was strange, but she would break the designs, connecting them with others. But I don’t speak to this consciousness often, and I cannot remember what she calls them. All I know is they are beautiful when finished.”

        —Varelia, A Mad Diary

      

      

      Kyra sauntered about the vast cavern with a slightly stiff leg supported by Dreadfall. Her walk wasn’t quite a limp, though it was likely obvious to the half-dwarf, Turmin, she still felt some pain with each step, even though her staff helped keep her upright as best it could. It hadn’t healed, her wounds from whatever spell she had cast to hold that god—Salaril—in place long enough for Sam to do what he did.

      Not even the well spring of the cavern they now occupied, infused with healing qualities laid down by Arimeus years before the fall, could heal her. In fact, she found it astonishing the spring could manage to heal a constantly burning body—that of her companion currently bathing in it— and yet somehow could not stave off this small wound. She wished there were another well like this one, but Turmin knew of none, and of course, neither did she.

      That fight nearly two years ago with Salaril required Kyra to use a spell given to her by Arimeus, a traitor, and in many ways, their savior. Where that spell came from, she did not know, but still, she used it, and she paid for it, as was the price of magic. Thus, the continued breaking of her skin on the underside of her foot felt like rot, all for the sake of protection. That constant, resurgent sting was a reminder, a painful one, of many things: Sam’s death, and her own ignorance to magic.

      The rune drawn into Kyra’s foot, an etching which seemed like a shattering paradigm of foreign shapes, was now cracked and unusable. Not only that, but to Kyra’s surprise, she had tried to carve the rune into a separate portion of her body once more. Alas, the effort was for naught, but frustration as the second attempt of the same spell remained nothing more than a new scar atop the very same foot.

      According to Turmin, who caught her during her fourth attempt at carving the rune into her skin, a rune can only be effectively placed on any form one time; be it a structure, a body, or some object. The rune would only be capable of its use through its original placing.

      Therefore, all of Kyra’s attempts to recreate the protection rune had only managed to leave new markings; one of the left side of her shaved head, one on her inner right thigh, and one slightly above both of her breasts but below the neckline of her worn robe she’d stolen from a looted caravan after their second week of hiding. The carving above her breasts was only slightly noticeable under her neckline below her clothing, but it required a hard look.

      In addition to Kyra’s scars, her left leg, once more according to Turmin, likely surrendered a portion of its mobility indefinitely when holding Salaril in place. She found the half-dwarf to be exceptionally well-spoken on effects concerning magic.

      “It’s quite surprising you were capable of holding him in place at all, really,” Turmin had told her after she awoke in the cavern two years ago. “I imagine it had a little more to do with that staff more than it did your own abilities.”

      Kyra scoffed at him which caused the former Architect of Runefall to smile. He responded in kind with a quick-witted quip but reassured her he meant no offense in stating the staff likely helped that day in the fields outside of Runefall. In fact, it made Kyra feel quite proud of herself when the half-ogre—half-dwarf? Both? —who seemed to be approaching the end of his years, explained that if it were not Kyra who held the staff, then the spell likely would not have been maintained. Turmin went on to say the spell might not have even been successful at all if it weren’t for the young, powerful Ragi.

      Kyra had been launched into a fight she did not expect with an enemy she did not know, and she had to pay the price for the magic she used. The young Ragi, now only slightly beyond twenty-one years of age, had once prided herself on being able to escape the costs typically associated with using her spells. In all of her training and classes, and other methods in the acquisition of knowledge, she was prepared and knew what spell was going to be used to counterbalance the costs, which gave her an advantage. Kyra would willingly give up particular abilities or physical attributes, by her own design, to avoid paying the costs associated with the cruelties of magic.

      Now, she understood quite well the demands of combat rarely gave enough time to weigh the costs of such a decision. Her slight limp, if one were to call it that, and the constant pain of her leg along with her self-carved scars advertised constant reminders of the pain magic could cause. Though there was still much about magic, rune magic in particular, which Kyra did not understand. But she would, that much she knew.

      For instance, she was, at one time, quite concerned about Turmin’s comment regarding Dreadfall upon their initial arrival at the cavern. She had asked him many times, “What was it about Dreadfall that made the spell successful?”

      “Oh,” he would reply. “I imagine it had something to do with its making. I don’t quite know the answer myself.”

      Kyra had grown accustomed to his answer, along with a plethora of things she needed to adapt to in order to live out of the dirty place with the aging Turmin. However, today would be different as Kyra had grown weary of both the half-dwarf’s escapist artistry regarding many of her questions, and most of all, the barren cavern.

      “I think it’s time,” Kyra said with a wry smile. “Don’t you?”

      Turmin’s lip turned up and a light-hearted but intentional sigh showed Kyra he was expecting her reaction, or any reaction, though she caught herself wondering how long he’d been waiting.

      “Time for what, dear?” Turmin asked, scratching his white, long, and scraggly beard, far more aged in body than two years could muster.

      “Answers,” she said. “Part of me thinks you’ve hidden us away as long as you have just to see how long it would take me to get frustrated enough to confront you!”

      Turmin laughed. “Perhaps that may have had something to do with it. Though, I doubt it to be quite as much as your frustrated thoughts are telling you.”

      Kyra simply glared at him, studying the ferociously overgrown beard.

      “Why?” Kyra asked.

      “Why what?” Turmin smiled.

      “Why for everything?” she asked, trailing off into her own gloom for a moment.

      “Everything is far too much a burden for an old dwarf such as myself.”

      Kyra’s eyes shot back, almost disgusted at the comment. “You’re not even old!” she screamed.

      “Well, I suppose you have a point there,” Turmin said. “Though, you might like telling that to my aging body. It seems to have gotten ahead of the rest of me.”

      Kyra calmed for a moment and regained a deep breath. Turmin was right. It wasn’t his fault his body was so decrepit, or, well, it was his fault. In the heat of the battle with Salaril, following Harigamun’s siege, the half-dwarf had decided to burn himself, activating some great Ogre abilities of old, gifted to him through his bloodline. In doing so, as he would later tell Kyra after saving her, the half-dwarf was only allotted the use of those powers one time. Following the initial use of Ogre magic, half-ogres—being that he was only half-dwarf and thus only half-Ogre—surrender the great majority of their remaining physical health, thereby drastically ripening their bodies.

      Consequently, Kyra constantly battled with herself over whether or not he deserved this curse. He knew the costs and told no one. But, if he hadn’t been burned in the fires of Samiel, then they likely wouldn’t have beaten the God of Runes.

      “Oh, Sam,” Kyra said to herself, trailing off from her confrontation once more.

      “Lost in thought again, are we?” Turmin interrupted.

      “I don’t need to ask why you did what you did. I also don’t need to ask why it had to be Sam. What I need to know is how we go on living? I know you’ve said we stay here, hiding from the fallen gods. But how bad can it truly be? Two years and there is still a world out there. I still see people venturing through Cravenwood at times. Clearly, the world hasn’t ended. Kaiya lives on, and we hide.” She knew it was bad, at least, from rumor. But she needed to be out in the world to do something about it, to mend the thing she had broken.

      “Rogues and exiles,” Turmin said. “That’s who you see wandering the woods.”

      Kyra hung her head with a drooping shoulder, an almost exaggerated posture.

      “I know you don’t want to hear it again,” Turmin started, “but dammit. There is a world out there and I imagine it has gone as hellishly as I’ve imagined. If every society known to this land isn’t placed under the thumb of one of them gods, then call me an elf!”

      “This isn’t going anywhere,” she said, before spitting out, “half-elf.”

      “Fine,” he grumbled a deep growl. “I suppose you’re right. I’ve no way of knowing how long I have left, anyways. I probably ought not spend it in a cave,” he harrumphed. “Ask your questions, then, and we’ll have to talk through this with Sam.”

      “Fine,” Kyra grumbled back as if arguing with someone parental. “Tell me about the staff. Tell me about Dreadfall.”

      “Ahh,” his voice quieted, but calmed also. “Toss it here.”

      “What?”

                        “Toss the staff to me,” Turmin said, placing his walking stick to his side as he remained seated along the prickly cavern wall which the half-ogre had carved out for himself.

      Kyra grabbed hold of Dreadfall, looked down at it, then back to Turmin, then back to the staff.

      “Toss it to me!” Turmin shouted with a low and quick voice. “It shan’t shatter in my hands. Believe me, I would know.”

      Kyra did as Turmin demanded and tossed the staff over. He had never once asked to hold it. He had always played dumb, as if it were nothing more than a stick… until now.

      “Do you know what it’s made from, Kyra?”

      “Treated wood,” she answered. “Smiths treated it with the fibrous sap found in the Grand Pines of Cravenwood.”

      “Aye,” he said. “It’s a good story, innit?”

      “Story?” Kyra grew curious.

      “It’s adamantite, girl. Being the only architect and smith in all of Runefall capable of mending the stuff, I think I ought know what it looks like.”

      “You can make things with that dwarf stone? I thought only dwarves could do that. You’re only half a dwarf and you never made us anything out of adamantite. Prove it!”

      “Well,” he shuttered. “I suppose, in a way, you’re right. I cannot make things from that dwarf stone, as you put it. I could once. I doubt I got the pipes for it now. And I’ve much forgotten the words.”

      “Forgotten the words?” Kyra became confused. “What do words have to do with smithing dwarf stone?”

      “Everything,” he said. “You’ve got to sing to the stone. That’s the only way it’ll move the way you want it to.”

      “So, Dreadfall was crafted from adamantite, but not by you?”

      “Aye,” Turmin said, grabbing his walking stick, which actually was made from the treated sap and wood of the Grand Pines Kyra thought her staff to be made from.

      “What does the staff being made of adamantite have to do with my ability to hold Salaril?”

      “A couple of things,” Turmin said. “To start, adamantite is the only known material to be resistant to magic.”

      “Wouldn’t that mean it would have resisted me trying to use it all this time?”

      “Hmph,” Turmin laughed. “Not quite so, Kyra. You see, adamantite [1]is resistant to magic because it is the only material known to be made of the divine essence, being infused with Ada’s very being, the wife of Dwarahir. It twas said that she fell into our world with something magical protecting her, and now it grows forever in his deep forges. Dwarahir, God of Dwarves, and the greatest smith known to this world, lost his wife long ago when they both fell to Near’Hearth. Stories say they landed somewhere in the region of Kaiya, but it has never been confirmed as anything more than a myth. Dwarahir is said to have lived, and it is also said that all adamantite is mined by his hands.”

      “One god toils away to give the world adamantite?”

      Turmin chuckled again. “It certainly sounds like a tall tale for children. However, being the Architect of Runefall and having built the Runewall, I can tell you, I’ve encountered more than enough dwarven merchants who’d tell ya the same tale.”

      “Why would Dwarahir continuously feed the world this stone? Would it not be harmful to him for the world to have access to something resistant to the very magic his kind uses?”

      “You assume Dwarahir is on the side of the gods,” Turmin replied with a wry smile.

      “Dwarahir is against the gods? Why?”

      “If the gods had cast your wife down from her home with such a force that she became buried in an ever-growing quarry of stone, likely empowered by the magical properties of Dwarahir’s lost love, and thereby causing the stone to always grow, would you not hate those very same gods?”

      Kyra silently stared at him unsure how to respond.

      “It is likely that Dwarahir’s constant mining of adamantite primarily is focused on reaching his wife. Providing that very stone to dwarven merchants who scatter the material across the world would then just be a byproduct of the god needing to clear space to continue mining—mining for eternity would gather quite the supply. If I were to guess, Dwarahir probably sees only good can come of the world having access to adamantite, as it is something that is particularly effective at hurting his kind, though it takes far more than some magic rock to slay a god.”

      “Did the merchants teach you the song as well?”

      “Stone Song,” Turmin replied.

      “Stone Song?” Kyra asked.

      “The song dwarven smithies used to craft the adamantite, to bend it to the will of the smith. Yes, I imagine that too came from Dwarahir, if the stories are to be considered true, elsewise.”

      “So, Dwarahir taught you the song?”

      No,” Turmin laughed, grabbing his drooping belly with a jolly cheer. “My mother did.”

      “You’ve never spoken of her,” Kyra said. “You’ve rarely spoken of many things, other than training. Which has been quite odd considering you’ve managed to convince us to stay hidden in a cave.”

      Kyra was right, and she knew it was odd she’d agreed to stay in a dingy cavern these past few years with a half-dwarf she hardly knew prior to the destruction of Runefall. Turmin had saved her and showed a tremendous amount of strength and sacrifice with what he’d done that day, and once she awoke from her great pains of battle, it was he who was there to mend her wounds. The half-ogre, teeming with an expedited aging process at the time, knew of a spring hidden in this particular cavern. Turmin, Arimeus, and Barigund had all worked together to carve out this hidden sanctuary—so the half-dwarf would explain—in case there was ever need for escape. Arimeus, with his healing prowess in the art of rune magic made something far superior to that spring Harigamun once had at his army’s camp, the spring which likely saved Kyra after her encounter with the Warlord of Kaiya himself.

      The spring in this cavern not only proved useful in saving Kyra, healing her wounds, but it was the only reason Samiel was also able to continue living in his new form. It was some sort of magic unplanned by Arimeus and likely unknown to the world of Ragi prior to their discovery of it in the deep caverns. Every time she had gotten frustrated and wanted to leave the cave, she thought about how much Samiel needed the spring. She would think about how much a rapidly aging Turmin likely would not be able to fend for himself in this new world, if Turmin was right about there even being a new world.

      In all that time she found herself in conflict about whether or not she should leave, it always came back to those two—Sam and Turmin—never about the decision she thought made the most sense. In doing so, Kyra always found herself forgiving of Turmin’s lack of sharing any real information, for she assumed he had purpose. Indeed, Kyra had asked many times before and the half-ogre would always shrug off the important questions. However, today was different.

      “You were Barigund’s brother, right?” she asked.

      “And Harigamun,” Turmin sighed.

      “How can that be? I mean, you were all so very different. Were they also Ogres?”

      “Half-ogres,” Turmin corrected.

      “Yes,” she said. “Were they also half-ogres?”

      “No, not quite,” Turmin began. “You see, my mother was a great dwarven woman. At the time she gave birth to me, she was well over 200 years of age.”

      Kyra gasped. “How long do dwarves live?”

      “However long they live, I suppose. I’ve heard of some nearing over 500 years, and I’ve watched many younger dwarves fall to a blade or sickness. They’re certainly not immortal, though I would hardly consider them among mortal men.”

      “That means you will live longer as well?”

      “Well,” Turmin sighed. “Perhaps I would have. I’ve spent much of that time now, as you can see.” The half-ogre ran his fingers through his long beard.

      “How old are you?” she asked.

      “Well, I find that question much harder to answer now than I would have two years ago. Prior to the Siege of Runefall, I was 76 years of age.”

      “You do live longer,” Kyra said. “Even only half of one’s blood being dwarven gives such a long life. I’d have never guessed you were that old.”

      “Old?” Turmin laughed. “Keep it up and maybe we will just stay in this cave.”

      Turmin smiled as she looked at him with a fondness she’d not known in their years together. She was finally getting to know him.

      “No,” Turmin continued. “My brothers were not also half-ogres. They say it’s about one in every three half-births that one might have the powers of an Ogre. This number becomes considerably smaller when you consider most dwarves will not breed with anyone who is not also a dwarf. They’re very proud in this way, you see. Thus, even if we had the same mother, it is likely I still would have been the only one.”

      “Who was she?” Kyra asked.

      “Oh,” Turmin gasped for a moment with a great smile. “She was a wild, cunning dwarf, far larger than most. You see, she was a dwarven queen at one time. She, along with her dwarven king, reigned in the deep south—deeper than even Dwaharim—before the Ograas overran them. Their whole civilization was toppled by a race of gargantuan, goblin-hybrids of some nasty sort, for we have little knowing of what they are. They had somehow learned to survive outside of the darkness of caverns and the deep places of the world.”

      “So, your father was the dwarf king?” Kyra asked.

      Turmin chuckled. “No, Kyra. My father was a traveling miner from the north who happened to catch my mother’s eye. In all her glory and splendor, her one downfall was her propensity for affairs. Her king knew this, and he openly did the same once he found out, or so the rumors say. Myself, Barigund, and Harigamun do not share the same mother, merely the same great adventurous father. Barigund and I, well, we supposedly came from the same mother, as my father told me. It seemed a trifling detail then, and even more meaningless now. Barigund, too, was also far older than his features let on. I would not know of my brothers for some time, not until the Stone Wars—a story for another day.”

      “And Harigamun?”

      “Oh,” Turmin took a deep breath. “Yes, Harigamun. He was younger, far younger. His mother is no secret. She was the great Agamemn, the Priestess of Fire. It was said she put on a grand display for our father one night, apparently impressive enough for our father to chase and bed her,” Turmin laughed. “Agamemn kept track of the birth of her son. It is said she knew from the moment of conception that she would give birth to the ruler of kings. In some way, I guess she was right. The Priestess of Fire made sure she was there upon Harigamun’s birth and also made sure to take her newborn son with her, back to the Kingdom in Flames.”

      Now it made sense. Kyra remembered the bond Harigamun seemed to have toward Samiel, even after all those years of never seeing him. The warlord held the same love in his heart that his mother held for him. That’s why the Warlord of Kaiya was willing to rain fire down on the land to kill those who had taken his son from him.

      “And what of the world now?” Kyra asked.

      “The falling of gods,” Turmin answered. “The end of an age. Yes, I suppose⁠—”

      Kyra shouted, interrupting Turmin with excitement at the Litree who approached. She was hopeful he was healed now more than usual, but knew the hope was probably senseless. His wounds kept all of them trapped here, as did Turmin’s rapid aging.

      Both of these circumstances needed to end quickly. According to growing rumors from all kinds wandering the Cravenwood, they were running out of time. The Kaiyans had grown tyrannical, oppressive, and Kyra knew much of that blame lay on her.

      

      [1] Adamantite, the unbreakable, magic-resistant stone worn by Harigamun, the Warlord of Kaiya. This stone ever grows in the depths of Dragon’s Belly, home to the gnomes. When Ada, wife to Dwarahir, God of Dwarves, fell to Kaiya, she used the majority of her own magic to save her husband from certain death by encasing him in this an unbreakable barrier. The magic, still trying to form in order to protect the now dead Ada, attached itself to the scales of the fallen dragon who was the size of an entire mountain range. Thus, the old magic of dragons paired with that of Ada has the combined material—adamantite—forever growing in the forge of Dragon’s Belly.
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        “One assignment after the next from Baleria has taken us here, to an underground system of tunnels, chasing people she says are evil, and maybe they are. But I cannot handle another derailment, another bait suggesting I will find my father. This is my last attempt at trusting her, but I know not where to go if I should turn from this path.”

        —Varelia, A Mad Diary

      

      

      Two forsaken years,” Varelia said, controlling the golem’s body. “Two tormenting years!”

      Varelia’s, or rather, Groff’s, arm shot like an arrow, hunting its target with precision amid the darkened tunnels beneath Nightfall. The golem’s arm, guided by Varelia’s will, found its target and pinned a young boy against the dampness of the cavern wall. As the boy squealed and squirmed in a pointless grasp for freedom, the clay of the golem’s arm slithered to his mouth, covering it, making sure no screams could be heard.

      “Not forsaken,” Groff replied. “Maiden is with us.”

      “No, Groff. Beliria commands us. She sends us on hunting excursion after hunting excursion, wielding her ex-husband’s voice through me as a weapon.”

      “We,” said Groff.

      “Us,” Varelia corrected.

      “Us we,” Groff replied as the mark, pinned against the wretched wall, watched in terror as the golem seemingly argued with itself, as it likely was not outwardly apparent to the captured boy that two beings shared the body of the golem.

      “Just we,” Varelia said. “Your grasp of the common tongue has done far little to improve over these two years.”

      “Groff older than two years.”

      “You’re not making a good argument for yourself,” Varelia said as their prey continued squirming.

      “Oh, calm down,” Varelia said with an annoyed sigh. “Yes, you are in a not particularly good spot, and you’ll likely die. At least you’re not bound to an eternity with a simpleton.”

      The prisoner, still pushed against the wall with moist clay wrapped around his mouth like a muddy snake, grew quiet.

      “You simple. Groff not simple.”

      An overtly expressive sigh from Varelia preceded her apology. She knew she’d overstepped when calling Groff a simpleton. He hated when anyone, particularly Varelia, made him feel like he was not an intelligent golem, for he enjoyed feeling like he was good, strong, and loyal to those he loved. In fact, Groff was very much all of those things and Varelia knew that, the young summoner just couldn’t stand when she tried venting about not having real direction because Groff would always come to Beliria’s defense.

      “It’s been two years, Groff. For two years we’ve hunted on her behalf, and this is just the most recent excursion. I’ve still no word of where my father is, or how to get him back, or even if I can. All I know is Beliria seems to think these people are worth killing. And I’m left to hope that if we somehow stop whatever evil is happening here, then I will find him. That she will show us the way. She says that the destruction of this forsaken place with its damned necromancy will bring us closer to the Lost Garden. But she said that on the last job, and the one before that! All we’ve managed to do is kill people that have some link to necromancy or blood magic. How is that getting us closer?”

      “They should die,” Groff responded.

      “Yes, yes, yes. I’m not disagreeing with you that they should die.”

      The prisoner, now more terrified than ever, still sat silently but tears were running down his face.

      “Come on, now. You and I⁠—”

      “We—,” Groff interrupted.

      “YES! Good job, Groff. We is the correct word. We both know these Nekros deserve death! Great job, Groff!”

      As Varelia and Groff celebrated with their own voices simultaneously within the same body, the hunted Nekrostium seemed to lose all hope, hanging in the air still by the golem’s one arm.

      “Now,” Varelia said, calming both herself and Groff down, “let’s see if this particular Nekro knows anything more than his dead friends.”

      Varelia, through Groff’s eyes, stared deep into the boy’s fear as the pinned prey watched the golem’s eyes turn from a dark abyss to a bloody spout. She watched as the fear of death seeped out of him.

      “I hope you’re ready to talk without screaming,” Varelia said as the golem’s grip loosened from the Nekro’s mouth.

      “I’m not like the others, I swear!” The Nekro’s face wetted with tears teaming down his face. “I’m not doing whatever you think I am! I’m not trying to bring him back!”

      “Right,” Varelia said, using the golem’s mouth.

      “Groff thinks small dead magic man lying.”

      “Dead magic man?” the Nekro asked with irises of white and quick, weak breathing. “Why do you speak with two voices? Two dialects? Are you two of the same being?”

      “You’re all the same,” Varelia said, muddy eyebrows pulled close with a forehead crease and a shaking grimace. “You all lie. Honestly, even if you weren’t hiding in dark, abandoned tunnels beneath Nightfall, in a place quite literally referred to as Death’s Grip, and whose only company was other Nekrostiums, then perhaps I would consider you might be telling the truth.”

      The Nekro attempted to speak, but then the body of the golem started pacing back and forth across the tunnel, one of its hands remaining against the boy, keeping him trapped. The prisoner held a look of uneasiness, watching the messy arm of the golem grow and shrink, swift and sway as the body it was connected to continued about the tunnel, as if unobstructed by the fact the limb was holding him to a cold, damp wall.

      “However,” Varelia started again, “you are, in fact, in that particular situation. You see, you are beneath Nightfall, cowering in the depths of Death’s Grip, accompanied by a seemingly endless stream of Nekrostiums. Not only are you in the one location in all of Kaiya said to belong to your ill-minded kin, you’re even wearing one of their ominous robes!”

      The golem pointed toward the Nekro’s robes, which were, in fact, ominous. Black, hooded, and embroidered with a long-bodied dragon, not quite a snake, wrapping itself into a circle and biting its own tail. In the center of the circle, a great winged beast with deep talons resembling the Frosted Fowls of old. Exactly as Beliria said it would be.

      “Now,” Varelia continued, trying to unclench her jaw, “let’s say you were not adorned with the robes of a Nekrostium and even given that we were not below Nightfall in the depths of Death’s Grip. Why then, in this world of fantasy, would I consider you to be different from the rest of your kind? Would you dare to tell me you do not serve your one purpose, that ugly purpose of Nekrostia?”

      “My one purpose?” the Nekro asked.

      “Come now,” Varelia said with a forced smile. “I haven’t the time for games. Your death can be extended and meaningless or quick with purpose. Either one works for us, as we still have much of this labyrinth to explore and something tells me I’ll find more Nekrostiums.”

      The Nekro shook once more as his lips shook. With the golem’s other arm, Groff slowly removed the Nekro’s hood, revealing a young boy, younger than she expected. Varelia thought he couldn’t be any older than she when she had to escape the tunnels of Nightfall with her father.

      “How has a boy so young fallen into the darkness of grown mistakes?” Varelia asked with a deep sigh.

      “I… I was born here,” the Nekro said. “I’ve never left Death’s Grip.”

      “What?” Varelia asked, taking a step back. “How? Your order is new, is it not? Within the past two years? Rumors of your existence didn’t even start swelling until last year!”

      Beliria had told them rumors were growing of an order of necromancers before sending them on this mission. That all of Kaiya needed to stop this place from raising an army of its own.

      “No,” the young Nekro said. “Perhaps our mission, the purpose you speak of, yes, I suppose that was born two years ago.”

      “How? The entire purpose of the Nekrostium order is to bring your beloved Baylar back from the dead. If the purpose of the order didn’t even happen until two years ago, how have Nekrostiums been living in Death’s Grip your entire life?”

      “Nineteen years,” the Nekro said. “And I imagine this city has been here far longer than that.”

      “City?” Varelia asked, removing the golem’s arm from the boy so he could fall from the grimy wall of the abandoned tunnel. “There’s an entire city of Nekrostiums?” Beliria had told them of Death’s Grip, the tunnels located under Nightfall, and that they needed to kill anyone who practiced necromancy and destroy the stone—the Calling Stone—which they used to bring things back from the dead. But she did not tell them about an entire city of Nekrostiums.

      “Well,” the Nekro replied, brushing the dried mud off his robe, “I’d hardly say the entire city is Nekrostium. Still, there are a few hundred of us down here, and even fewer are true Nekrostium.”

      “True Nekrostium,” Varelia said. “Meaning there are a select few of you who would dare try to revive the dead?”

      “Yes,” the Nekro answered, solemnly. “Though, I am considered to be one of the true Nekrostiums; I have only ever successfully done so one time. It was not my wish to do so as it was not my bidding. I simply acted out of survival.” He lowered his head in absolution, or at least, looking like he hoped for it.

      “Groff is survivor!” the golem’s voice boomed across the tunnel.

      Varelia, taking control of the golem’s body, placed a mucky hand on their forehead, creating a pinching motion with their thumb and pointer figure.

      “Yes, Groff,” Varelia replied with blank features. “You have outlived many. But, if you do not learn to be careful, as I have warned you many, many, many times, you will likely be the end of us both. So, please, Groff. Be quiet!”

      Varelia’s last words came out a bit strained, as if trying to be a whisper but still clearly showcasing her discontent. After taking a deep breath, she questioned the Nekro again.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Lucin,” the Nekro answered.

      “Why do you feel anger toward the Nekrostiums? Do you not share in the primary purpose of resurrecting Baylar?”

      “There is no life in Kaiya after death. Not a life any should pursue.” Lucin hung his head.

      “What did you see?”

      “The unforgivable darkness of my father,” Lucin answered. “A darkness I need not revisit. All I will say… my father was a dark man before death. After death, a devil replaced him in the shadows.”

      “What of Baylar?”

      “He is a dead god,” Lucin said. “A god who has seemingly served me no purpose other than to cause an entire order of lunacy to knock at death’s door.”

      “What were the Nekrostiums before Baylar’s death?”

      “Ferriers, shipwrights. Caretakers of the dead and gone, so far as magical beasts go.”

      “No,” Varelia replied, following an impatient snort. “Roki! He protects the Lost Garden. My father met him before he died, and Groff knows him well. When summonings die, they go to the Garden and Roki serves as their caretaker. Or, well, he did.”

      “Did, and likely does,” Lucin said. “The Garden is the destination, but it is neither the vessel nor the means of transportation by which those lost to battle actually arrive by.”

      “I don’t understand,” Varelia said. “I also don’t understand why you’re so willing to answer these questions for an order you’ve spent your life in.”

      Lucin, now standing with control of his faculties, seemed unafraid all of the sudden. “Why do you think you’ve found me, out in the darkness and shadows of a subterranean network of tunnels? Do you think I want to stay here? Do you think I want to be a Nekrostium and serve Baylar?” He stared them in the eyes, fully aware of what their simultaneous being meant.

      Varelia thought it was fairly evident, with hindsight, that Lucin was telling the truth. Much of the time Varelia and Groff had spent hunting Nekrostiums in Death’s Grip ended with them being outnumbered by two or three, more times than not. Lucin was alone and his story made sense, his youth suggested the young Nekro might actually be as rebellious as he claimed.

      “What would you have us do, Lucin?”

      The young Nekro eyed the golem, now probably being quite sure when Groff or Varelia were speaking, as it had become easy to discern the two’s wildly different dialects. Lucin had surmised the slower dialect with more intentional language belonged to Groff, as it rarely took anyone long to figure that out, though the boy did not yet know Varelia’s name.

      “May I ask a few questions of my own, before we try to decide what you will ultimately do with me?” Lucin asked, politely giving courtesy.

      A small moment passed as Groff and Varelia internally debated what should happen next, and although the moment only felt like seconds to them, they managed to have an entire debate on the matter. In the end, Groff simply wanted to follow the orders of Beliria, which would see them kill Lucin. He had little care for the boy’s upbringing or his lack of choices and wanted to act purely on the commands of the Shackled Maiden.

      Varelia, however, gave pity to the young boy. So much of Varelia’s own upbringing was clouded by the judgment of her father, Varus, for better or worse. Thus, she found it difficult to think it was an appropriate decision to condemn Lucin for choices made that were not his own. She thought, perhaps, Lucin may enable them to pursue an even greater, more impactful, target among the Nekrostiums within the hidden depths of this unknown city—at least, unknown to everyone else in the world. Beliria had made sure she and Groff knew of this place, but it seemed to be a well-protected secret for some reason, and the logic was getting muddier.

      Finally, after much staggering debating between Groff and Varelia, the two of them decided to go with the summoner’s plan.

      “He help kill more,” were the last words Groff said to end the debate.

      “Go ahead,” Varelia said, leaning in toward the boy. “We’ve certainly given you enough reason to be frightened, and possibly even more to be curious. What questions would you ask of us? But, before you begin, know that we mean to ask a few more of you as well, and it is likely our askings will go further than simple questions.”

      Lucin’s skin permeated with bumps as if a chill had broken through the tunnels of Death’s Grip. It felt as though the iciness had directly targeted Lucin, giving him a feeling of ineffable doom, of inescapability as those fears were written across his features. The young Nekro agreed and, whether he agreed with what the golem’s two personalities would ask him to do or not, it would matter little. His fate, so long as he remained with the golem, was irreparably attached to the whims of two bickering persons locked in one body of mud, sand, and rock, as he notably gave into that notion.

      “Very well, then,” Lucin said. “I’ve caught one of your names. Groff, I believe? He is the one who speaks in more broken sentences, if I am correct?”

      “Groff no speak broken!”

      Varelia reclaimed control of the golem’s body before Groff swung.

      “Perhaps it would be best if you apologized to Groff,” Varelia said. “And, as you can see, you might also want to watch how you speak to, or about, him.”

      Lucin quivered for a short moment, realizing how close he’d come to getting his skull smashed in by a temperamental pile of conscious mud.

      “I-I do apologize,” Lucin stuttered. “I meant no offense, Groff. You see, I was just trying to say you two speak in different dialects. I used the wrong word to explain yours, obviously… Your speech isn’t broken. You just take less time than we do to say what you mean. It’s a good thing, really. You know how to communicate with fewer words. That probably makes you smarter than both of us.” His smile was one of broken nerves.

      A smile also crept over the golem’s face as Groff regained control of his features. Varelia allowed the golem to show the young Nekro his pleasure with the comment. Varelia figured it would probably help quell the boy’s nervousness about becoming stew under Groff’s immense pressure.

      “Very well, then,” Varelia said. “Yes, you have correctly established which of us is Groff. If I were to imagine, your next question is in regard to who I am. Simply put, my name is Varelia. Any more regarding my identity means little, but that is my name.”

      “How do you—,” Lucin started speaking but Varelia interrupted him.

      “How do we co-exist within the body of this golem? Yes, I imagine that is an odd thing to see. Being a Nekrostium and dabbling with blood magic, you probably have quite the understanding of summoning magic, which means this would seems quite paradoxical.”

      Lucin glared at Varelia for a moment, not with contempt or displeasure, but with awe. The woman speaking to him did so with a soft but stern voice, and if Lucin were to try and guess, he would probably say the voice seemed barely a little older than himself. Still, she spoke with the guided words of a researcher, or possibly even a teacher.

      She knew this about herself and knew that her own manners of speech had evolved these past two years. She found it hard to live so long with the shared consciousness of Groff’s former champions and not have their thoughts, in many ways, become hers, as well as a decent chunk of their knowledge and mannerisms. She often found her personality and ways of addressing others changing, though she was improving at controlling it.

      “Blood magic?” Lucin asked. “I am not familiar with the use of blood magic. What led you to that assumption?”

      The golem’s eyes rolled over to a dull gray and its features receded back to a lack of emotions. The golem, whomever was in control, was displeased at the question.

      “We need not do this, Lucin. We know the Nekrostiums empower summoning magic with blood to perform necromantic rituals.”

      “Necromancy?” Lucin asked with shock. “Who has told you we are necromancers?”

      Varelia was stunned for a short moment. Lucin’s demeanor suggested he wasn’t lying and the revelation on his face was genuine. Beliria had sent Varelia and Groff to Death’s Grip below Nightfall to rid Kaiya of the Nekrostiums, a supposed order bent on the resurrection of Baylar through the means of necromancy, and now they were being told it was a farce.

      “The forbidden art of blood-imbued summoning practices to raise the dead! You would stand there and tell me there is no such thing? That Nekrostiums are not hell-bent on the resurrection of Baylar?’

      “No,” Lucin answered. “I mean, yes, but no.”

      “Speak!” Varelia demanded.

      “The Maesters of Nekrostia do not use blood magic mixed with summoning magic to resurrect the dead,” Lucin said with an ashen face and rising cold sweats.

      “Nekrostia?” Varelia asked.

      How could they not know of Nekrostia? They knew of the Nekrostiums, but seemingly far less than Lucin. They were here, blindly on a mission to kill as many of these people as possible. Their guidance was limited and Lucin, perhaps recognizing he actually did have something he may be able to offer them, finally spoke.

      “Nekrostia,” Lucin replied, nodding his head. “Death’s River.”

      “What is Death’s River, or Nekrostia?”

      “Death’s River,” Lucin took a deep breath, “is quite the difficult thing to explain. Give me a moment to try my best to explain this to someone who has never seen it, nor understands it.”

      Varelia took a small insult to Lucin stating she didn’t understand Nekrostia, but the feelings of being slighted quickly abated as she openly admitted he was right. There seemed to be more to this than she understood and clearly this boy knew something, and more obviously, was playing at something.

      “Death’s River is something like a portal between worlds,” Lucin said.

      “Where portal go?” Groff growled.

      Lucin smiled. “When a summoning dies in battle, as they do not age, their essence is freed from the contract initially written.”

      The golem sat in front of the young Nekro, unmoving, waiting for more words. Varelia couldn’t tell what emotion her companion was feeling nor were thoughts running through their head. He had gone quiet.

      “See, when a summons is initiated, the summoner binds themselves to the summoning through the act of the written contract.”

      “Yes,” Varelia responded. “My father misunderstood how to write those contracts for quite some time.” She intentionally neglected to speak on how poorly her father performed those same acts.

      Lucin excitedly responded. He was enjoying being a teacher. “Yes, but what most don’t know is the soul of the summoning truly is etched onto that contract. When a summoning dies, the contract disintegrates with the physical body of the summoning. Thus, the essence which was locked onto the scroll, or contract, is now free.”

      Varelia, looking perplexed, took a moment before asking her next question. “So, when the summons are set free… you’re saying they choose to travel to Death’s River?”

      “Nekrostia,” Lucin nodded once more. “Think of it like an animal that knows its way home.”

      “Groff no animal!”

      Varelia barely took control before Groff swung at the Nekro again.

      “I’m sorry!” Lucin yelled, cowering below the towering height of the golem. “I was making a comparison. You are far smarter than me, so of course you are no animal.”

      The golem’s mouth climbed into a smile, not out of calm, but satisfaction.

      Varelia gave the words some thought before launching into a volley of questions, this time aimed at Groff. However, this conversation was not had internally, allowing Lucin to hear.

      “When I banished you to Deaf Garden… you died, Groff. Tell me, do you remember going to Death’s River?”

      “Groff only remember Garden.”

      “Has Beliria ever mentioned Death’s River to you?”

      “No,” Groff answered. “Maiden never tell Groff.”

      “If I may?” Lucin interjected. “I might be able to close some knowledge gaps for you, Varelia.” He obviously now knew to reason with her. Or, he at least hoped he could reason with her and figured the best path forward would be the same cold, analytical speech she was casting toward him. She knew she was doing it; she just couldn’t really help it. That’s how she spoke to everyone when she wanted something, including Groff, lately.

      She took control of the golem once more and its eyes went black as the upper body leaned down toward the young Nekro. “I’m listening.”

      “Essence holds no memory,” Lucin started. “At least, that’s what we are taught in Nekrostia by the Maesters. So, Groff, nor any other summoning for that matter, would ever remember traveling to Death’s River. And to refer to it as traveling is even a stretch, as their coming is almost an instantaneous, and quite magical, event. Also, the Shackled Maiden likely does not know of Death’s River. Baylar saw the making of Nekrostia after his fall and his imprisonment of Beliria, so the Maesters say. He grew tired of his beasts being slaughtered by the dwarven God, Dwarahir, who hunted him for quite some time.”

      “How do you know all of this?” Varelia demanded.

      “The Maesters,” Lucin repeated. “They teach all of the Nekrostiums.”

      Varelia pontificated for just a second before considering whether or not she should abscond Lucin or recruit him. Death’s River was a portal, and Nekrostia was the city that held the portal. But Beliria, who had sent them to destroy Nekrostiums, and likely the city of Nekrostia itself, did not know of Death’s River?

      “It seems I have much to understand of this process,” Varelia answered, softly. “It’s clear Beliria has sent us here to prevent some evil she sees coming. You claim the Nekrostiums are not using blood magic, and Death’s River seems to be a necessary mechanism to ensure summonings do not truly die. Even still, I am left with questions. It seems now the only way I will acquire the answers I seek is by seeking out your Maesters. Tell me, Lucin. Where might we find them, and how long will it take you to lead us there?”

      Lucin gulped with terror for a quick second, long enough for her to notice, and fast enough for Groff to miss it entirely. The young Nekro didn’t want to seek out the Maesters, that much was clear.

      “The Delve of Nekrostia,” Lucin answered. “A day’s travel from here. I suppose you’re going to make me take you there?”

      “There’s no making you do anything,” Varelia said, crossing the arms of the golem. “You’ll do as you think is best for you.”

      The trunk of the golem rose like a tremendous shadow in the tunnels and a deep groaning could be heard by far off nasty things in the dark, as if the sound poured from unknown orifices.

      “Yes,” Lucin said. “I guess that is so. Follow me… to the Delve of Nekrostia.”

      Along the way, Varelia found herself locked in constant thought, battling each of her own theories. Nekrostia supposedly served as the point of immortality for summoned creatures, of which Beliria held all her love for. Would she condemn this place and its practitioners if she knew this? What if she did know and there was still a greater scheme at hand she could not discern? Why was the Shackled Maiden so adamant the Nekrostiums were using blood magic? That question is the one that really bothered her, because Varelia attempted to use her own blood to resurrect her father, her baba, when Groff was summoned. The blood made no difference and had faded away as the voice of Beliria found its way into the mouth of Varelia. Even still, there were so many things that weren’t adding up. The worst part of all of this was, even with all of the questions she found needing to be answered, none of them were the most important question of all.

      “What do I need to do to get my father back?”

      
        
        “Lucin, Beliria, and probably everyone else I’ll meet, are lying. Everyone is lying. I don’t know what the city is used for, but I do believe there is a city. I’m done taking orders. I’ll make up my own gods’ forsaken mind. And by my own blood, or someone else’s, I will end this godly nonsense.”

        —Varelia, A Mad Diary.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          THE GREAT AND PETTY MELRO
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        “I am consigned to my fate, that is a life without my love. She is gone from me, and I now know there is no respite from this. So, I shall go. I will be in the world, and I will live as she would demand of me.”

        —Dwarahir, Notes from Dwarahir’s Forge

      

      

      Grunffi’s long ax sliced Dwarahir’s scrag, letting a few drops of blood splatter onto the floor of the God’s Forge. The blood steamed and boiled upon impact under the blazing heat, deep in Dragon’s Belly, as the dwarven god found himself bent on one knee, reaching a hand to feel the cut about his neck, and looking up toward his assailant.

      “Finally,” Dwarahir said, smiling.

      “Finally?” Grunffi rebutted. “You forget yourself, Dwarahir. Nay, there is no finally to it. Perhaps it has been more difficult to land a blow against the God of Smithing, Dwarf Maker, and Lord of the Forges, certainly. But lest you not forget, the life of one god has already fallen under the weight of my grip, and there was no blade nor long ax necessary that day!”

      “That pride will be the death of Ogres have taken the life of Baylar with your bare hands in the cold of the Ansei Mountains, but it matters not. You took the life of a god already dead. His life was already in the forfeiture of mine hands, the hands of Salaril, or even Krishalla himself. One of us, us gods with strength and purpose, one of us would have brought that coward to heel. There is a reason he hid in the cold passages of them forgotten mountains for as long as he did. The elves of the north abandoned that home long ago in pursuit of their own god, to torture and maim her and take what was hers. Once they left, the Power of Armi ⁠1went with them, leaving a barren and frozen wasteland absent of warmth. Who would dare hide in the home of a race as hated as the Silver Shadow⁠2? A coward among men, a disgrace among gods, and one less than worthy of words from that of a dwarf.”

      Grunffi stepped back for a moment and lifted his long ax to his eye. The blade was of a fresher make than his last. Dwarahir had forged this one himself from the adamantite surrounding the dwarven god’s lost love, still encased in a tomb of the ever-growing stone. Grunffi was grateful for both the blade and being present for its smithing, as his previous blade only held remnants of the stone within. In the smithing of the ax, he was able to watch Dwarahir’s Stone Song, the greatest act of smithing he had ever seen. The musical melody seemed to pass like a running river through the trenches and foundations of the earth, only it was a rugged form of stone that was edging his weapon, not some great body of water. It sounded like a chorus of many quarries from deep within the skies, building life into dead things.

      Now, Grunffi found himself holding the long-ax, Smith’s Bane he called it, considering what a great gift this weapon must be. Moreover, while holding a weapon that meant true death for the life of a god, Grunffi still understood that Dwarahir considered any who would hide in the Ansei Mountains a coward. This thought brought shame to the former dwarven king, as he too led his people to the former home of the forgotten Ansei in a shallow hope to save his last remaining kin from the south. Furthermore, if it weren’t enough that he had led his people astray and nearly all who followed him were taken to death—including his son—now he had to contend with the fact his actions were considered weak by the very hands that made him.

      I walk with the shame of failing my maker and my family. My burden is long and meant for death, he thought.

      “Stay not in your head, boy,” Dwarahir said, interrupting Grunffi’s self-admonishment. “You had few places to go left in this world, and you were searching for home. Not hiding! I judge you not for leading your kin to the mountains, nor for the losses you endured.”

      Grunffi paused to lament the loss of his kin, his son, and his wife, Saroria. What had happened to her? Was it wrong for him to leave her in the mountains? He felt he had failed as a husband and as a leader to his people. Saroria had told him he ignored her needs, her want for affection and acknowledgement of their partnership. He became consumed with the rising pressures of kingship among his people. “I gave away my love for a crown I never wanted,” his self-condemnation continued.

      Grunffi was a struggling king among a broken people, scattered from their homes by the rampaging trolls of the south. His kind had already made their way beyond the far eastern reaches of Kaiya, but Grunffi’s father had kept his people in the south, in the lands of Dwarm.

      His father was convinced they could hold against the trolls, but alas, Grunffi’s father was wrong, though he didn’t live to see it. Many died and Grunffi was forced to lead his people onto a dark road, fraught with peril and tragedy. Now, the only thing that remained of Grunffi’s attempt to save his people was the Trail of Tears, the last remaining dwarves of his company frozen as they attempted to descend the forlorn carapace of the Ansei Mountains.

      “I say stay out of that damned head!” Dwarahir knocked him on his noggin with the grip of his ax.

      “I left my wife on that mountain,” Grunffi said with a hung head.

      Grunffi had avoided the subject for two years. After being cast into the flames of Dwarahir’s Forge, he had spent the last years locked in combat with the dwarven god, training to become a killer of gods, hunting nasty creatures in the deep places of the world. So much focus in those years were placed in Grunffi’s capacity to wield the true power of an Ogre at will, and his vying for revenge had consumed all of his thoughts for so long that months of training went by before the dwarven king ever thought to say a word. Then, it was too late. The stories of Dwarahir’s lost love, his fallen wife from the stars, buried deep beneath a never-ending layer of adamantite, those stories had frightened Grunffi. Even now, the words leaving the dwarf’s mouth terrified himself as he awaited the condemnation of a god who spent every minute of the day thinking of how to dig deeper to reach the woman he loved.

      “What gives you the right to scorn that which was taken from me?” Dwarahir stepped forward, ax in hand, tightly gripped.

      Grunffi raised his own ax, not as a threatening measure, but more of a defensive posture. In two years, he had only managed a single scratch against Dwarahir, and in all of that time, not once had Dwarahir shown his Ogre-strength. Indeed, Grunffi didn’t even quite know if Dwarahir held the same capacity for Ogre abilities, but he had to, right? It seemed to make little sense that the maker of Ogres would not also be capable of the same acts. Would his power function the same as Grunffi’s, being a hardening of the god’s skin to a nearly unbreakable stone and a wild increase to his strength? Or did Dwarahir have some other strength hidden in him entirely? Whichever answer it was, Grunffi knew that with any amount of empowered strength, he would have little to no chance of contending in a duel.

      “I—,” Grunffi started.

      “You what?” growled Dwarahir, rubbing the hilt of his ax. “You gave up on a life’s worth of love for what, boy? Go on, then.”

      “I failed her,” Grunffi answered with a hitching in his chest. “In almost every way a dwarf can fail, both his wife, and his people. I failed as a prince, a pretender king, a poor husband, and even in the end, an unworthy father.”

      Grunffi fell to his knees, though the heat of the chamber prevented any tears from rolling down his’ cheeks. Instead, the boiled moisture ran like a ghostly stream down his face, ever present and flowing, but without the cold embrace of water.

      Dwarahir loosened his grip and dropped his ax, lowering himself to one knee, placing a hand on Grunffi’s shoulder.

      “If there is sin in failure then we all be doomed,” the god said with a low grumble. “Where is she now?”

      Grunffi sat, wanting to weep but knowing it would be a desperate attempt in the blazing forge. He knew sulking and wallowing would get him nowhere, both in any attempt of finding Saroria and now with Dwarahir. There was no complaint to be made, no sadness to be expressed in which he would be able to convince the maker of dwarves he had made the right decision in leaving his wife in the abandoned mountains of the cursed elves. Indeed, upon the recognition that there was no absolution for his actions to be found in Dwarahir, Grunffi realized there was also no absolution to be found within himself. Were Grunffi capable of truly admitting his own wrongdoings in those mountains two years ago, perhaps there would have been a path forward. Now, the dreams and hopes shared by Grunffi and Saroria had scattered to broken and disconnected winds, flowing to separate places in the world unknown to each other. It was likely he wouldn’t be able to ever find Saroria again, even if he wanted to… even if she wanted him to.

      “I do not know,” Grunffi replied. “It is likely I never will.”

      Dwarahir groaned with a disparaging malcontent. “No, that just won’t do, boy. Up on your feet then.” Grunffi looked toward Dwarahir who now stood upright. The dwarven god looked down on him with a slightly crooked smile. “I said up, boy.”

      Grunffi rose to meet him at eye level, knowing full well what Dwarahir was about to command him to do. “I don’t know where to start,” Grunffi said.

      “Of course you do, boy. It’s quite simple, really. Did she love you?”

      “Yes,” he answered. “She endured me, but she also loved me.”

      “Is love not a shared endurance, boy? We all must endure. It is now your turn to endure her scorn. Tell me, then. When you spent those cold nights climbing the mountain, when you spoke of fantastical times to come and the life you would live should things have gone different for ya, what then did you speak of with your love?”

      Grunffi smiled. “A cabin. One made of log and stone along a riverbed just outside the reaches of a great forest. We’d fish the stream and walk the woods; we’d build our family beyond the darkness of cavern and mountain and mine.”

      “It would seem to me she’s waiting for you, at the edge of trees, along the singing streams,” Dwarahir said with a gentle smile.

      “What of my training? What of the gods you say now roam Kaiya? What of⁠—”

      “What of nothing, boy,” Dwarahir spat. “It’s all meaningless, nothingness, and words. War can wait. I promise you this, boy. You’ll not find that love, that warmth, that growth given to you by this world. Nay you’ll not find that happiness in the fights to come. Amend yourself of the past, embrace the future, whether that be with her or alone. Without that closure, that purpose, that understanding of what you are in life, all the rest to come will be bleak. Besides, your training won’t end when we leave the darkness of cavern, mountain, and mine.”

      “We?” Grunffi asked, rubbing his chin.

      “Aye. If I cannot celebrate the embrace of love with mine own wife, then I’ll see to it you might with yours.”

      Grunffi watched his god’s eyes quiver with compassion, knowing the emotion behind was for his creation at that moment. That, and what Dwarahir had said was true. Even Grunffi had noted the impossibility of reclaiming Ada. This was the only purpose his maker could find since the fall. But now he was admitting something horrid… that his love, his wife, was gone, and there was no capacity by which she may return. Quite selfishly, Grunffi knew this would benefit him, for now they would scour the land to reclaim what love may still live. In that fact, Grunffi knew he owed it to his maker to salve those wounds, make amends with Saroria. But first, they needed to find her.

      “Come,” Dwarahir said. “Melro will like to hear the news, and something tells me he might be ready to stretch his own legs as well.”

      Stretch his legs? Grunffi thought. Why would they both come? What odd kindness is this, and for what end?

      The two of them left the forge, Grunffi not quite sure what would come in the moment they found his wife, or even if they would.

      Dwarahir, being oddly silent as they ventured back up to the home of the petty gnomes, beneath Dragon’s Spine, was clearly set with a new purpose. It was hours before their conversation shifted away from uncomfortable grunts, walking up the steep trenches of the cavern leading  down to Dwarahir’s Forge.

      “It’s a hard thing,” Dwarahir said, looking toward Grunffi as they continued their path. “No one truly understands how hard of a thing it is until it must be done, and even then, it’s much too hard to know at that moment.”

      Grunffi gave a puzzling look as they walked. “What is?”

      “Forgiveness,” Dwarahir answered, lowering his head slightly. “Some forms of it are easier than others. The hardest one though, the hardest thing to forgive is the betrayal of someone who claims to love you.”

      Grunffi sighed before the god continued.

      “It feels… unfair. As if something about the world, beyond the stars circling Near’Hearth, truly means to cause you harm. It can feel as though all of life was meant to break you in a single, crushing moment, stripping away all of the comforts and warmth you’ve come to know. And do you know the worst part, Grunffi?”

      He looked at Dwarahir with sorrow and shook his head, not knowing the answer.

      “The worst part is when you realize, not only how wrong you were, but how wrong you are capable of being. The worst of it comes when you feel as though trust for yourself has died, that maybe you’re not as capable of making the decisions you’ve confidently made in the past. There’s almost a loss of one’s own mind, identity, and personage. And… Do you know why this is the worst part, boy?”

      Grunffi shook his head again, once more not knowing the answer.

      “It’s the worst part because it isn’t true: none of that hate you feel for yourself for failing, none of that doubt you have for your decisions, none of that questioning of whether or not you truly understood the world around you. See, in that moment of hurt and broken blindness, it becomes far too easy to see that one event as a realignment. That moment starts to take on its own making in which all you’ve done before is meaningless or untrue. But it’s that feeling that is actually untrue. You see, up until that moment, you were right. That love was real, that part of your life was meaningful, and all the decisions leading up to it were made with the confidence that caused your deep hurt to sting for the worse.”

      Grunffi eyed him, pondering the words.

      “If the love wasn’t real, and the decisions weren’t as sensible as you initially thought, and the confidence wasn’t earned, you’d have never earned the feeling you now miss. By the very nature of enduring the pain, that lets you know that each moment was true. Your pain is the only thing that ties you to real love, Grunffi…” Dwarahir paused. “I only wish I’d learned that for myself sooner.”

      Silence returned as they continued their way back to Melro. Grunffi spent a long time thinking about the words that had been said. In particular, it became rather hard for him not to focus on the last piece. See, he had found an odd comfort in knowing it was not only him who had failed to recognize something regarding the woman he loved. Even his maker, God of Dwarves and Lord of Smiths, even Dwarahir could fail those whom he loved. Alas, the comfort was short-lived. Dwarahir might have also failed to recognize something regarding his lost love; but he had also failed in saving her.

      Will Dwarahir’s endless pursuit of Ada mirror mine own for Saroria? he thought.

      Hours continued to pass and stretch into a day or more. Then, Dwarahir initiated a stop for rest by placing his hand against the sharp cavern wall as a brace before allowing his backside to crash onto the dusty ground. Rest was necessary, as Grunffi well knew, for a great many of these trips had been made senselessly, without nectar and berry, and the Petty Gnomes had to come save each of them on separate, exhausted occasions. Thankfully, it takes a long while for a dwarf to starve or die of dehydration, and the gnomes make weekly trips.

      “Ah,” Dwarahir said, stretching out his feet and back before leaning against the wall. “I take the walk on such rare occasions. Melro’s kindness sees us delivered berries, meats, and drink down to our chambers and it causes me to forget this path often. Each time I walk it, I remember why I stayed in that forge.”

      Grunffi laughed with a deep belly shake of his lower gut before reaching into his bag and pulling out the aforementioned delectable berries of Dragon’s Belly.

      “Perhaps we ought to have some, since ya brought it up,” Grunffi grunted, shoving many berries into his mouth.

      “Perhaps is right,” Dwarahir said, grasping for the berries. The god nearly smashed them into his face trying to eat them before he’d even opened his mouth. “Odd I can stand the heat of that forge for so long. The smithing work is beyond burdensome and heavy in labor. Still, I don’t think me balls ever sweat as much as they do when I walk up this godless mountain.”
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