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Chapter One

A Long Way Down

Full of rich autumn colors, the market square bustles with life, hooves, and shouts and clatter. In the middle near the fountain, an old man stands on a crate waving his cap at the gathering crowd. Orsie hides his face further behind his long hair, with only half a mind to listen to this unexpected storyteller. His voice is loud over the midmorning racket, though, drawing Orsie’s attention.

“Hear me, hear me! In an age long ago, far beyond the Quiet Lands, there lived a dragon. He wasn’t a mighty dragon—”

Laughter fills the square and covers the voices of the merchants for a while. Orsie frowns, eying the derision that sweeps over many of the onlookers. It’s unpleasant. Orsie remembers from past visits that it’s a rare occurrence for the village to be this animated, but he doesn’t recall its inhabitants being so malcontent. Haumir, sitting at the foot of the Ahrissals’ highest peak, is isolated for most of the year. No trade roads pass through, even though they used to back when the Seaborn were friendlier. Perhaps that’s the reason. Their lives aren’t easy this far up north, but it’s not something Orsie can change. Not really.

“—or a mean dragon—”

Someone hoots and Orsie stifles a grimace. So much for storytelling. He turns his attention back to the row of tables displaying his favorite autumn fruit. Apples, red and yellow and sometimes green, brought north by the caravans that begin their journeys in the hills of Uvalhort. They carry the excess of the plentiful orchards there, sure to be sold quickly in this barren land. Overpriced, too, by the look of it. Orsie only has a few amethyst shards with him, more than enough to pay for his indulgence, but not too polished and not too pure. He wouldn’t want to raise suspicion.

“—but he liked the frost and the cold bite of the highest mountaintops!”

Orsie shrugs as he sniffs at an apple. Some dragons do like the snow. He spares a glance at the storyteller. His hat now sits on the ground before him collecting donations, ineffectively. Orsie sighs. Dragons aren’t very loved in these ages.

“And his name was Havesskadi, the shadow of the icy peaks. He has graced our village from his home above the clouds,” the old man continues, arms raised to point at the mountain standing tall to the north.

“There’s no dragon up there, you old fool,” someone shouts, “or we’d be rich!”

The old man waves a hand, annoyed. “Havesskadi lives, you’ll see. He’ll fly down from his castle and shower us with gems.”

“Dragons don’t care about us,” the other yells back.

“There’s a reason for that,” the old man says. “We hunted them and they hid.”

“Don’t remember no hunting,” someone else says, but Orsie stops listening.

Shaking his head, he slips out of the square. He can shop for apples later, after the ruckus has died down. Instead, he makes his way through the narrow streets, dropping some of the smaller amethyst shards on doorsteps or windowsills. Not enough to make the dwellers rich, but just what they’d need to push through winter. The cold season comes early, here, the icy winds of October around the corner, and Orsie can’t help himself. He’s been observing the villagers for the past few days, lodging at the inn; now he knows just where to plant these lucky finds.

Of course, Orsie could do more. Bring them better gems, shinier, brighter. He could, if he wanted, keep them clothed and fed for lifetimes, but as the past showed, it’s never a good idea. If he gives too much, avarice takes root in people’s hearts, settling deep enough to darken even the kinder souls. Others, both younger and older than himself, have made this mistake before with dire consequences, and Orsie doesn’t need crowds gathering at his gates for undeserving charity.

He’s finishing his meandering and rounding back to the square when he sees the old man from before. The storyteller is sitting at the edge of a narrow street outside the hustle and hurry, surrounded by children.

“A gem,” the old man says, gesturing widely, “carved from the essence of magic, was given to the very first dragon at the beginning of time for safekeeping.”

The children let out an “ah” in unison, and the old man’s smile grows. He’s enjoying his story, it seems, and Orsie leans against a wall, poised to listen.

“After the dragon passed away, the gem divided among his sons and daughters, on and on, until each dragon held a small one right underneath their ribs, tied to them by the force of their heartbeats. Legends grew and spread, and the gems became known as anasketts. Do you know what that means? It’s dragonsoul in the old language of the north.”

A collective blink follows the reveal, the kids mesmerized.

“But the kings of other creatures hunted them!” the old man adds, causing various degrees of frowning.

“Why?” a little girl asks.

“Because, you see, the anasketts have such magic that they carry inside them the longevity of their dragon owners, their big castles, and all their treasures— unending flows of precious stones harvested through hundreds of centuries from the very core of time.”

“Davbak, what’s longevity?” A boy elbows another while the old man chuckles.

“It means dragons have long, long lives.”

“Like you?”

“Longer!”

One of the bickering boys speaks up then, arms crossed. “King Ag never hunted a dragon.”

“No,” Davbak tells him, “but his great-grandfather did. It’s why our lands are left barren. See, many many years ago, King Ag the Fourth stole a dragonsoul. He lived for centuries before Red Mist, the dragon warrior, came and took back what belonged to her kin.”

“The anaskett?”

“Yes, indeed. Red Mist,” Davbak continues, lifting both hands in a semblance of claws, “came and laid waste to the land, cursing it to be forever arid.”

“Would you cut it with that drivel,” a woman scolds Davbak before she grabs two of the kids by their elbows.

She shoos the other children to their homes and leaves with her own, but not without glaring as much as possible at Davbak. Orsie finally moves toward the square, slipping a small piece of onyx in the old man’s pocket as he goes. At least someone is trying to remember the dragons.

*

Orsie hefts his apple-filled backpack higher on his shoulders as he follows the path out of the village. This one travels southwest for a while before making a sharp turn that ultimately leads up the slopes of the highest peak. He enjoys this detour that takes him through the stone hills and the cascades of fresh mountain waters covering the Kingdom of Hriss. To his right, the Ahrissals stand tall, already half coated in ice and snow. To the left, the view stretches in slow slopes and deep ravines, the gray landscape only sparsely painted by yellowing trees.

Though he does not love it as much as the mountains, Hriss still calls to him with its long winters and cool summers. The old storyteller was wrong. Unlike in his tale, Hriss has never been teeming with life, but mortals like to find reasons for their misfortunes.

Orsie listens closely, making sure no other travelers are on the road, before removing his gloves. He flexes his fingers, nails glinting black in the afternoon light, before he runs them over a boulder. They aren’t as big as his claws, but they’re sharp enough to leave fine grooves in the stone. It’s been four years since Orsie descended from the mountains, and he leaves behind four markings. Perhaps he should visit more often.

*

He pauses again, a little farther away, right before the path turns north. He isn’t far enough from his home to feel weakness in his bones yet, not really, just the expected uneasiness that comes with distance. This shape reminds him how breakable he would be if he were to be separated from his magic.

He basks in the night air, watching the stars. The sky is clear, moonlight covering the ground in a silvery blanket that makes him giddy to get back to the eternal frost up high. He takes his time removing his clothes, then packs them in his bag. He sighs at the boots; he’d rather not wear them, but it’s all for the sake of blending in. He makes sure there’s nothing left behind before he fastens the buckles tightly. He wouldn’t want to lose his apples before getting home.

It’s time, under the cover of night, to spread his wings wide.

Huffing, Orsie breathes frost over the stony path before he picks up the backpack with his front claws as he lifts himself in the air. He’s not worried about being seen; Haumir is already far behind. Besides, Orsie blends into the dark sky perfectly, a rare black dragon, with an even more precious black anaskett tied to his heart. His eyes are the only things that might seem eerie to the mortals, their purple irises like vines of amethyst streaking through black onyx. While in his two-legged form, he always finds himself having to let his long hair fall on his face. It keeps him hidden, shielded from the malice of men and dragons alike.

Actually, not dragons, but one dragon specifically.

He’d rather not dwell on that tonight, so he turns his attention to the sharp peaks he’s passing over in his flight. His wings, wide and strong, take him up along the jagged slopes at a steady pace, much faster than on foot. The flight is mere hours instead of days. It’s a long way up, unsurvivable by frail mortals, thus fitting for a dragon.

His love for frosty lands had driven him all the way into the peaks of Hriss’s wild mountains. He found the perfect place between sharp edges of tall rocks and deep ravines—a plateau right beneath the clouds on which he built his castle of obsidian and dark basalt. The structure is not yet visible as he passes through the wider canyon surrounding his peak, hidden behind sheets of rock and tufts of clouds. The closer Orsie flies, the more his home emerges out of the foggy air, filling him with a surge of belonging every time he lays eyes on it.

Dragon castles are unlike other castles, magic or not. They are born of the inner cores of their anasketts, those parts of the ethereal most in tune to the dragon’s minds. An anaskett's essence and experiences shape the castles to echo its owner, to sing along with their wants and needs.

Like the rest of his kin, Orsie spent much of his hatchling years learning to conjure his home from inside his soul, as if it were but a mere speck of the anaskett. Mother taught him how the magic of dragon fortresses and mansions and citadels can provide enough shelter and supplies for their dwellers, how, sometimes, dragons might create one of these homes as a gift for another. Two centuries ago, Orsie built one for a witch in the Quiet Lands far across the frozen waters of the Sal. It is, however, a great feat of strength to part with such a thing. When he locked the black stones in place, away from himself, he felt it, a rip akin to losing a limb. Of course, the feeling faded over time, but it’s something Orsie will never forget. It’s why dragons aren’t very keen on building homes for others.

The magic, at least, can be masked until it doesn’t taste or smell of dragon. It makes hiding so much easier. Orsie’s only heard of one dragon who chose to live among mortals, and he doesn’t understand the appeal, but it just proves nothing is impossible. Most beings enter dragon castles unaware of their origin. The magic itself, when caring for its master, does so gently. Unnoticed. It’s there, forever, clinging to its owner’s life force, twining with it. A symbiosis of sorts. They grow together, learn from each other, until the bond is so strong nothing can tear it apart. Traveling too far away without the castle folded inside their anaskett weakens dragons, until the magic pulls them back. Some might find it cumbersome, but not dragons, or the friends of dragons bestowed with their gifts.

With the black anaskett cradled between his palms on a cold winter morning, Orsie’s castle drew out of his soul and pierced its minarets high toward the sky. To indulge his love of flying, the black walls of Orsie’s home surround a large courtyard, open wide under long balconies. The structure’s form has a symmetry reflecting the spread of his wings, as the main building stretches in a curve along the steep rock behind it. Underneath, inside the caverns grown from magic, dark corridors wind through the mountain in such shapes that draw air from narrow windows, pushing and pulling until a low breeze shuffles through every room, piling snow inside, keeping it frosted. Over the years, the castle changed subtly. It grew bolder, thicker, taller as Orsie matured. Mother would be proud of him.

In the course of a dragon’s lifespan, Orsie would be at that point in his youth when the call for adventures quells, to be replaced by the quest for gentle solace. Orsie, however, has faced the world too soon. Roaming the lands lost its appeal quicker than for most, and he returned north, content to travel no farther than around the seas on the other side of the Ahrissals. He earned his worldly name, Havesskadi, all on his own after befriending the Thjudinn.

For most of his years, Orsie has been content here, in this cold place that resonates with his soul. Some days, though, he wonders if he might ever find someone to share in his solitude. But he shakes the thoughts away as he lands in the large courtyard. Nobody else would travel this far away from the world just for him.

*

Orsie stands on the highest terrace of his home, enjoying the cold air. Up here, snowflakes drift down with gentle ease, a natural occurrence for September. At the bottom of the mountains, autumn has hold over the hills for a little bit longer before cold winds start sweeping from the west. Farther up, toward the north, Vaiknela is covered in an almost permanent frost, but Orsie likes it better here, where he can see the seasons change, with a winter that stretches from October until early May. Even longer up here on the peaks. With a grin, he extends his hand to catch a few of the ice crystals on his palm. They’re always beautiful to him, each one different, just like the souls of dragons. None the same, and all so marvelous.

He looks almost human, like this, with two legs, two arms, no tail nor wings. But he has his sharp teeth and black nails and, more obvious, the scales adorning his arms. They’re just as dark as in his dragon form, only smaller. Two dozen of them sit in two rows of twelve, from his wrists to his shoulders. They’re a seed of the soul, remnants from the transformation, something to hold on to while he walks the lands. Dragons have great memories, but their bodies need to remember how to be dragons again. He presses fingertips over the scales, feels their ridges and shapes.

Among the many stories surrounding his kin—mostly fantasies concocted by the minds of the bored—there is one tale that holds truth. Stealing a dragon’s anaskett bestows longevity on the thief, so stretched that it might seem like immortality to some. What storytellers don’t know, however, is what happens to the soulless dragons. Orsie shudders, reminded of the threat looming over all their heads. It’s one of the reasons dragons live in secrecy. It’s what happened to his mother. He’s still haunted, some days, by the memory of her white hair and frail body, right at the end.

Shaking his head, Orsie looks at the sky. He’s safe here; he’s been keeping himself hidden for the past two centuries, only flying down to Haumir once or twice a decade. He’s even been avoiding the northern shores because of rumors that Red Mist has been hunting in these parts, and he misses both the Thjudinn and his friends dwelling in the frozen lands, high above the cold waters of the Sal. Perhaps he can dare a trip in fifty years.

Perhaps…

Orsie lets his palms rest on the stone parapet surrounding the terrace, imagines cold arms around him.

Perhaps, someday, someone.

*

With a scratch to his forehead, Orsie eyes the backpack. He thought he had more apples, but it looks like he’s been indulging. September is merely at halfpoint, and he wants them to last longer than last time. They’re a small pleasure, for taste instead of nourishment. The crunch of the fruit feels the same way amethysts crumble between his jaws when he’s famished. It’s their taste that’s different, not sweet or sour, just…apple. That’s right, apple taste.

He needs these to last, so he places the backpack in a makeshift cellar under a boulder. A farmer once showed him how to store them, and Orsie figures if they’re not within easy reach, he’ll have an opportunity to think twice before rushing to the stash.

He’s walking back into the courtyard when the sky darkens.

A cloud—no. The shadow unfurling at the horizon moves too fast to be beckoning a tempest, no matter how strong the wind might get. It glides for a while, and then its elongated sides lift, lower, in a slow flap of wings. The shape draws closer, through the air separating them, until it taints the sky with a dirty flush.

Orsie stills, blood solid in his veins. No, it’s not true. He refuses to believe it.

His eyes sting, filling faster than he can stop them, but even through the tears, the red creature flying toward him is unmistakable.

She has found him.

The red dragon, Nevmis.

Red Mist.

Breath stuttering in his throat, heart pounding against his ribs, Orsie runs as fast as possible to the castle’s core. He runs through corridors, down stairwells, through hidden passages, until he skids to a halt on the dark floor.

He stumbles, close to the low obsidian pedestal that’s the very center of his magic, but he doesn’t care about the way the slab scrapes his legs. No, all that matters is pulling his home back inside his anaskett and fleeing.

Because he stands no chance against Nevmis.

Most dragons are not meant to be warriors. They don’t maim, don’t kill. Sure, dragons have tempers as thunderous as their patience is short, but they’ve never been fighters. An utter displeasure, violence is the one thing they always keep at bay, which is why most of them bask in and even cultivate the widespread rumors that dragons shouldn’t be offended. Or else. However, the rest of that threat is empty. At least it was before Nevmis started her war against the thieves of dragonsouls.

Stealing those is worse. It ends in death for their dragon, and this act only serves to taint the magic of the anaskett, their deepest flaw heightened until it becomes an all-consuming madness. Dragons are always wary of embittering their souls, resorting to appeasing their hunger for hoarding in ways that don’t hurt living things. They collect droplets of water, aromas of flowers, sea shells or fallen leaves. Snowflakes.

Nevmis, though, she gathers hatred.

The air is already thickening with a reddening haze, heavy and scalding as it travels into his lungs, and Orsie forces himself to focus, pulls back the walls, folds stone over stone. The castle shakes, groans, trembles, until it’s no more. Not out there, among the icy peaks, but inside his anaskett, where it was created.

A shadow falls on Orsie, and he looks up from where he’s kneeling on the now barren ground. Nevmis rumbles, great jaw opening and closing dangerously. She’s larger than any dragon Orsie’s ever seen, her maw bigger than Orsie’s entire body, and a pang of fear travels down his spine.

“I see you’re making my quest easier,” she rumbles. “I have long been yearning for that black anaskett of yours.”

A steep wall of rock looms behind him, while Nevmis blocks his way out. If Orsie turns now, he’s stuck. No, there must be something else he can do.

“You can’t have it,” he says and runs, as fast as he can, between Nevmis’s legs. In his biped form, he can fit well enough. All he has to do is reach the edge of the cliff. From there, he dives and spreads his wings in midair before he glides down into the ravine leading north. His plan is to fly as far as he can over the sea and hopefully find refuge with the Thjudinn and their great icebreaking ships. He doesn’t think for one moment that he can win against Nevmis.

The dragons’ greatest, kindest warrior, turned into this beast. Orsie’s heart breaks for her, for him.

A roar echoes through the peaks, scratching at Orsie’s ears, and he pushes. Faster, faster!

Something heavy slams into him, interrupting his flight. Orsie hits a boulder at great speed, and he almost slides down into the chasm, but he manages to catch onto a cliffside. On the other side of the deep ravine, Nevmis is poised for attack, grin filled with malice.

She took Mother’s anaskett when Orsie was too young to understand.

He roars back and lunges. He turns in the air, strikes with his tail, swipes, and Nevmis stumbles back. On the underside of her wing, a long gash bleeds onto the white snow. Orsie wastes no time in resuming his flight, but Nevmis catches up again.

This time, he isn’t as lucky, and they scramble for a dominance Orsie cannot win. Not against someone with as much power as Nevmis has, her magic engorged by all the souls she’s stolen over centuries.

Nevmis lands another hit, sends Orsie crashing into rocks. He drags himself up and runs and fights and flies some more.

He remembers the story, clear as day.

Mother told it many times. The tale of the red warrior, the fiercest, bravest of all the dragons, who set out to recover all the dragonsouls stolen by vile creatures and kings. She took them back, cradled inside herself for safety.

With each soul she saved, the more bile she absorbed, from the rancor festering inside the stolen anasketts after centuries and centuries of captivity in the hands of mortals. That’s what Mother thought, at least.

Because, well, Mother couldn’t believe what Nevmis was doing, slaughtering her own dragon brothers and sisters for their magic. From a hero, Red Mist turned into a feared creature. The dragons fled, following the pull of their magic toward the lands that called to them most, until they became a solitary race, hiding from the hunters and the dragonslayers, hiding from Red Mist.

Orsie hurts, from the tips of his wings to the end of his tail. His claws scramble on the ground, a very familiar stretch of rock beneath his feet. Oh. They’re back where they started, with Nevmis looming over him.

She was once the dragon hero before all the souls she saved poisoned her mind. Nevmis carries so much darkness the air becomes red around her. Heavy.

Diseased.

“Here we are,” Nevmis says, puffing heat over Orsie.

He growls back, frosting over her nose, causing her to sneeze.

“Petulant child,” she hisses. “There is no escape for you.”

Her claws press against his ribs, not pushing through but taking, and Orsie howls with a sound that tears at him from the inside.

With his anaskett now shining dark from between Nevmis’s long clawed fingers, everything is gone.

“Look at you,” Nevmis sneers, “unworthy to keep it. Human and weak. Pathetic.” She rounds Orsie, tail flicking against the surrounding rocks. “I should stomp on you right here and now.”

“Why don’t you?” Orsie asks, teeth clattering.

“It always amuses me when one of you comes to reclaim it. Nothing will stop me from drinking it. You will fail, and it will surrender itself to me.”

Anger bubbles up in Orsie, despite his desperation and in spite of all the weakness seeping into his bones.

“No. I’d rather destroy it than let you taint it.” He screams at Nevmis, throws a rock, but all he gets is smugness from her maw. “You are unworthy!” Orsie yells, the sound echoing around them. “You!”

His nose itches, his eyes leak, and Nevmis might step on him, but he can’t stop.

“Your evil drove dragons apart; you took Mother. You don’t deserve to be a dragon!”

The ground shakes next to Orsie with the hard hit of Nevmis’s scaly fist. Her head lowers dangerously close to him, nostrils leaking rusted air. It burns, but Orsie doesn’t back down.

“For that,” Nevmis finally growls, red eyes shining with malice, “I’ll let you live. Consider your agony prolonged.”

She turns, flies away, and Orsie collapses in violent shivers.

*

It’s only been a few hours since the torment has stopped, long enough for the sun to dip below the horizon, but it feels like days; lifetimes wrapped in mere seconds after his anaskett was pulled from his chest. Inside him, the new chasm refuses to close, its gaping edges dripping pain through his weakened body.

Orsie shakes worse than he has ever shaken in his life. His skin hurts with cold and battle scrapes, his muscles refuse to cooperate, his nails, oh, his scales.

He doesn’t know how long it takes to push himself to his feet again. The violet-blue of dawn creeps over the sky to the east, and Orsie wraps his arms around his naked body as he gazes around. His home is gone, so is his immortality. The scales on his arms are now mere drawings on his skin.

One by one, they will fade from their vibrant shine to nothingness for each rising crescent he is apart from his magic. The echoes of this cadence, measured in dragon moments as the moon renews from darkness to a sliver of light, will amount to a bit under two years in the timespan of mortals.

When the last one fades…

Orsie swallows. Too little time, not nearly enough, but it’s all he has.

He’s thirsty and cold and hungry, too aware of everything at once, his skittering gaze falling onto the slab of stone he used to cover the apples’ hiding place. It must have moved during the fight. Orsie rushes over to fish out the backpack. His change of clothes from the village is still there, and he hurries to put them on. They’re thin, too flimsy for how cold it is up here, but it’s better than nothing. Next, an apple.

It tastes worse than he remembers.

Yet he needs nourishment to travel, seek out Nevmis, and reclaim his magic.

He tries not to think about what would happen otherwise as he searches for a way down from the plateau. Now that he doesn’t have his wings, he must rely solely on his limbs. He tries but is only marginally successful, and he has to stop a few hours later. Sitting behind a boulder that provides cover against the wind, Orsie rolls up one sleeve.

Mother never searched for hers. She lost all her scales and remained mortal. She never left Orsie, not of her own volition, and now Orsie knows his own fate. If he doesn’t recover his anaskett, in twenty-four rising crescents, his transformation into a human will be complete, irreversible.

He draws a shaky breath, promises to himself and to Mother: He’ll find both their dragonsouls.

*

Up high, the springs are hidden under stone and ice, so Orsie appeases his thirst with snow. He’s done so before, even took pleasure in crunching ice between taking puffs of cold air. It shouldn’t be much different now, he reckons, even without his magic. He’s a frost dragon, after all. However, it turns out to be a mistake when a few hours later his throat hurts too much to swallow. He forces himself to chew on apples, even though the fruit is not enough. His stomach is empty, his entire body bruised, and his palms are bloody from jagged rocks.

Orsie pushes himself, from one cliff to another, around ravines and through narrow passes.

He is slow in his descent, so much slower than when he had his wings. His legs shake, his throat a painful reminder of his new fragility, heat running through him in a way Orsie’s never felt before.

The realization he’s sick frightens him.

Human sickness courses through his body, slowing him as if he’s trying to walk through water, submerged at the bottom of a cold, hot, and painful sea.


Chapter Two

A Short Way Up

Standing in the courtyard of the garrison, Ark groans at the pile of dirty weapons littering the ground. He shakes his head, then pushes the hair out of his face before kneeling to gather arrows. Footsteps fall behind him, and he turns, only to see their heads severed—

Ark gasps awake, shaking and drenched in sweat. He lights a candle with trembling fingers, stares at the flame until the image in his mind fades away. Only then does he remove his shirt to let his heated skin cool off. His hair falls over his face, escaping the loose tie, and Ark catches the strands between his fingers. In the glow of candlelight, the color seems lighter, like Mana’s. The corner of his mouth quirks at a distant memory, when he was a child and, sitting in Mana’s lap, catalogued with her their differences. Same straight nose and short forehead, amber eyes instead of gray, a nearly similar set of lips. Not as big as Mana was, but Aiti, his other mother, assured him all Thjudinn find their size later in life. Now, Ark is taller than anyone he knows. The breath that leaves his chest trembles.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
NSP

THAVESSKADI

DRAGON SOULS
BOOK ONE

AVA KELLY





OEBPS/image0.jpg





OEBPS/image1.jpg
Vaiknela

E
(The Quiet Lands)

W
Red Peaks

The Red Forest

Havesskadi’s
Castle

NORTH
STRAIT
Beoin Uzani
o . (Sand Dunes)
Empires Uvalhort .
R AP H \
g I
5 (
) / ® Ses '
I, \\
F. B 2 nictw / \
soutn / / 3
STRAIT / e / o
I . ~—
; &rinidvh ‘,' The Plains
I ,
bines £ el { of Sesgrond
Lands” ~_ 3
e SN~ g-c F
4 \.\/\’ - \
/" Kingdom E.N T Vg
’ ; Y Grond
Ié of Graves | N °
\
\
\
v






