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Dedicated to our parents, siblings, and children.

Prologue

The world spins, relentless in its cycle. Occasionally it stops. Oceans rise, continents shift, and all is washed away. Humans left only to rebuild, rhyming with history, and falling again. Yet, through it all, the Ether remains constant eternal thread connecting.

In this ever-changing world, I am Gabbard, once a King’s Mage ranked as high as Three even titled the “All Seeing.” Now a man of the beach, feeling the waves roll in and away, much like the world’s eternal dance. My days of magic are soon over, but my heart is at peace. I have earned this respite, this moment to reflect and to share a tale that is not mine, but one that I have witnessed and helped shape. I have a tale to share with you. I need you to share it on.

It is a tale of contrasts: light and shadow, vengeance and mercy, liberation and bondage, existence, and demise. It spans a generation and crosses the known world. 

I am lying on the sand and am basking in the sun, I feel I have earned this. I invite you, watcher, listener, reader, burn feeler, reflection seer or telepath to journey with me into the Ether. There will be darkness before the light. 
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Chapter 1

Little Hut On The Prairie
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Eryc 

They made love in the morning before their one-year-old son, newly named Anders, awoke. Soon thereafter, Gala and Bacob in different rooms would also wake. Considered bad luck to name your child before the age of one. As they made love, they still looked deep into each other's eyes, both taught that the eyes are the window to the heart. She was beautiful with dark eyes and a waist that had unbelievably borne three children. Her waistline shrunk as it fed into perfect hips that had also created life. He always worried that his blue eyes would remind her of the ice lands her parents had sent her to. The constraints of their skin tone excited them both. “Where ice meets flame destiny created,” was a Vyking lore for opposites attract. Anni was beautiful with her dark eyes, skin, and hair, but the most mesmerizing feature was her smile. A smile that lit rooms, a smile that once seen, had to be seen again.

The family had been through a great deal with the Vykings being named as raiders by multiple kingdoms, allied against them, and their land destroyed. Ten years ago, Eryc sailed with his pregnant wife in a boat not meant for the seas to unclaimed territory and carved out a farm with access to the seas to the west and a river of fresh water to the east. It was the Sword Coast he had sailed, giant rocks protruding from the seas and others just below, waiting to plunder the hull of a lesser man’s craft. He remembered the waves smashing the small craft, rocks clawing at the hull, Anni’s worried face and her swollen belly his only compass—a swift sailor sent by his father to keep their bloodline alive. 

“You have been selected to keep our ways alive,” his father told him all those years ago. You do not talk back to your father nor to a Vyking clan leader, and Eryc’s father was both. Eryc wanted to fight alongside his brothers, sisters, family, and clan defending the land. “Your skills are better as a sailor than a warrior,” his father said, reading his son’s look. It still hurts Eryc to this day. “The priests have said that if the ways of Vyking are lost, Vylhylla itself is at risk.” Eryc left on the small boat and soon his clan went to Vylhylla."

The farming techniques used in a much more barren and icy land were working wonders here. His hurt from not dying in battle conflicted with his vows to his wife Anni that were being fulfilled. He vowed to his gods, clan and families her protection and children as was customary at the marriage day. 

"Thank you, my King,” she said as she offered her magical smile. A statement made between commoners that could be grounds for death under a kingdom's rule, but here, where they sailed was a jest and a thought of freedom. She gazed at the man wanting more of him. She loved him. 

"May the Queen's smile shine down on you,” Eryc said. A hodgepodge of sayings they had created to celebrate her, the smile he lived to see. 

"Soon the princes and princess will be awake. Once again, my queen it is time to tend to the kingdom,” He sat up from the animal hyde stretched bed he had built. He began to dress. Next, Eryc picked up her body still laid out before him. Her dark eyes gazing at him as he rose. Her smile was a smaller, more mischievous one, her eyebrows inviting. He threw down the robe and went in to give his love a kiss. 

"Ah goo gah,” came from the small crib next to the bed. 

"Prince Anders is awake,” Session two happily interrupted. Anders, just named, their youngest needed to feed, and his beautiful queen jumped into a different, more beautiful creation called a mother. 

"Father, can we read from the lores today?” Bacob asked at the table. He studied an odd stone he had carried to the table with his finger, his brow furrowed in thought. 

He was eight years since his name day. His thirst for knowledge is unquenchable. 

"Finish out chores early and use any sunlight left to read,” he answered. Everything the Vykings had written in their lores from Gods, farming to fighting his son had read once and memorized. Handwritten books by the monks and sent with them on their small craft. During the attacks on the Vykings it was important to keep the families and culture alive. They could not bring any elders – only the lores. Bacob was down to three left of fifty. He thought about what he can teach Bacob often as the lores were not supposed to be memorized in one reading. 

"Lores,” Gala said three and a half years after her name day. She beamed at and tried to repeat what her big brother said. Wanting to read what he was into. The skin of the children was dark like their mother’s, a rich contrast to Eryc’s paler tone. 

Next to her sat a doll her father had stitched from rabbit hydes, stuffed with sea sponge, its patchy face sewn to mimic her mother’s smile — she called her doll Momma. Always holding it close, a doll she loved, a doll named for her mother. 

How was he going to get her married one day if they lived in such seclusion, he often wondered. Everything is as it should be, he thought to himself a Vykings prayer of acceptance and acceptance of life was in the God’s hands from the lores. 

Anders, one year old, having fed and leaning on the urge to move from Anni's arms, was put down and went over to the chair where his sister sat to eat her breakfast. 

“Gala,” he said as he reached out his hands to be lifted to sit next to his sister. She struggled to lift him up, but Gala was excited by what may have happened. She grinned ear to ear. 

“His first words were Gala,” Bacob announced – maybe a snide at a father, and mother, King, and Queen, maybe disappointment not Bacob. Lore 1 “Truth must be told.” 

"Anders,” Anni said as no longer delivering breakfast to her family and she reached her arms out to hug. Every person in the room, if their name was called, would have come running to her outstretched arms. Anders ran and jumped into his mother's arms. She lifted to have a discussion with a one-year-old who had just had a name-day. 

The first words were important to her culture-all cultures. Anni was a daughter of a raided village that said please take us. The Vyking raids and people jumped into the boat. Anni, a young child then was thrown. 

"What did you say?” Anni asked. 

"Gala,” Anders replied as he looked at his sister. 

"There it is,” Eryc the father standing said, "Maybe Gala can be charged with poop duties and cleaning as tightest knot of the family.” Names mean nothing he thought as rejoiced in the family; his family had sent him here to create. His Queen, princess and princes worried about names – he was fulfilling an oath. 

"I will help,” Gala offered only as innocently as a child could. 

"Gala, father means clean his poop and pee,” Bacob explaining. 

Gala looked towards her mom confused, possibly questioning if she offered more than she wanted to do. 

"His first words were Gala and everything is as it should be,” Anni proclaimed proudly “Everything is as it should be” a Vyking saying from the lores for embracing fate. She was proud to have a loving family. As a child she was thrown into a raiding boat because the raiders had no slaves and her parents’ slaves and from that moment all of this had spawned. Problems are who spoke a name compared to family deciding which member eats. 

"I will tend to the traps and nets. Bacob feed the stock, herd the goats to the fields. We will work on additions to the house this afternoon,” Eryc the father announcing.

Bacob with his back to his father giving the same daily order mimicked by making a face and lipping the words. Gala smiled in awe of her big brother being funny mocking their father. 

"Ok father,” Bacob answered after his unseen antics. 

Anni saw the antics. She smiled not her usual light up the room smile, but an even different smile of pride. Pride for her family and where they were. Proud that her son could mock a father behind his back and if found punished but not by death or bloody beatings as the lands before here. Here they were Kings, Queens, Princes, and a Princess. 

Eryc opened the thatch and bear hyde door that was slowly being upgraded with found seashells connected with a created clay sap mix. Salt air seeped through the thatch, hydes stretched tight on the walls, a fire smoked under the animal hyde and woven wood roof. Always improve your castle written in the Lores. 

The sun was out not the brightest and, in the distance, you could hear and smell the sea. Look up and you can see the blue horizon of the sea meeting the sky. Look right, you could see the heavy vegetation that surrounds a freshwater river. 

"Ayyyeee Jack!” Eryc said to his dog outside the hut. Jack was there with a pile of wood he had gathered during the night. Jack had been waiting for this wake up as he had every wake up. He did his sit command without being told by his labors of wood brought to the hut. 

He stepped out and rewarded Jack with a handful of breakfast. 

Jack was a dober, a solid yet sleek black dog bred with hair too short for the great north but created there. The fighting dogs came with short hair and the shepherd's long hair. This dog was bred to be the best of all things and what resulted was a three quarters man sized; sleek dog prepared for any task. Fast as the rabbit dogs, smart as the shepherd dogs and tenacious as the fighting dogs, but most importantly loyal as all dogs. Command ‘wood’ at night and wake up to a pile of it. 

His appearance was also distinctive by his cut ears to always make him look attentive and a throwback to his fighting dog ancestry where there is no ear to bite hold of. Even markings of brown above his eyes so when he slept-he appeared to be still watching. 

Eryc walked and Jack followed. Every morning, distraught with this daily walk, he didn't get two dobers before fleeing so Jack could have someone in his bloodline. The boat was too small, the water supply was not guaranteed, he told himself. We will get you a mate Jack, your bloodline will have an heir. Having five Jacks he could do nothing; he often mused to himself. 

They tended the traps, a squirrel worth carrying back netted, traps not engaged, and in the nets five crabs, four fish – one big enough to dry the meat. His main traps are untriggered. A pouch full of seashells to storm proof his castle. Land is plentiful from the lores. 

"Get,” command on the way back and Jack caught a rabbit. Having 5 Jacks he could do nothing he mused again. His thoughts of Anni laid out naked before him in his mind, he longed to see the smile, time for lunch. 

Anni at the hut just fed Anders and set him in his crib now by the fire room in the ever-expanding hut to them a castle. 

"Gala, can you sing him to sleep?” Anni asked as it was time to make lunch. 

"OK,” Gala answered. 

" Byyyee bye – bye-bye-bye 

"Gala is going bye-bye-bye." 

"Gala the night-night song is for his name,” Anni said as she dropped skinned meat into heated water with vegetables. 

Gala looked at her mom understandingly. She hit that first moment where a child realizes the world does not revolve around them. She was not the center, and her job was to be the best big sister, the best family. 

"Byyyee bye – bye-bye-bye 

Anders is going bye-bye-bye. 

Byyyee bye – bye-bye-bye." 

She rocked the cradle as she sang her best. 

"Bacob is going bye-bye-bye,” She missed her big brother too. He was doing father stuff. 

Anders fell asleep. 

Anni 

Anni could tell that Gala hoped she didn't hear the change of her families lullaby once sang for her for her missed big brother and to be corrected again. Anni heard it and was even more proud of the family she was building. 

"Ma come outside,” it was her oldest son Bacob, but something in his voice was very wrong. She put down the meal she was preparing and darted for the door. A mother can tell. 

It took her a second to understand what was happening. Her son was on a horse being held by a man dressed for war behind him. Seven men on horses 30 paces from her house and her makeshift castle. The sun was glimmering the edge of a sword held to her son's back; the point unseen but ready to kill. 
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Chapter 2

Live Free or Kill
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“Ma'am please gather your family, we are to escort you all to the King,” the man least dressed for war said. Her son was on horseback with a man dressed for war. Other men on horses there. 

“Gala, stay inside,” she ordered. Then she said, “Eryc,” in a much louder voice. 

Eryc 

Eryc was walking back. Lores said live by water but be an earshot away and build on the highest spot. Waters can feed life and death. Jack heard it and looking towards his master. He made a whimper sound never heard before and darted to their home. Eryc understood something was very wrong. He dropped the spoils of the land and instantly sprinted to his castle. 

Gala 

“Ma'am by orders of the King, we are to escort your family,” the least dressed for war commanding as he walked his horse forward. Gala could hear new voices, but not see people dressed for war clutching their bows, dressed for war also moving forward. Her big brother in a horseman’s arms. Gala, staying in the house, was wondering if she could finish lunch. Father and Bacob will be done soon. She didn't know how to cook, but she wanted her family together. She wanted to be a mom. She was now terrified. She cuddled back into the rocking crib that was once hers. She looked at her brother's baby face still sleeping and mouthed, 

Byyyee bye – bye-bye-bye 

Anders is going Byyyee bye – bye – bye. 

Words did not come out. Anders sleeping turned into the comfort of his sister in the crib with him. Her father flashed through their home – Father is here – he will keep us safe. I will do my best to keep you safe, she thought to her sleeping little brother. 

Eryc 

“This land has no King and release my son,” Anni shouted to the approaching horseman. Eryc sprinting could hear it and his home in eyeshot. Anni and whatever troubles on the other side. He opened the other door to get through his house seeing Gala and Anders cuddled together. Good, he thought. He grabbed an ancestral blade given to him by his father and his father’s father from the wall. He had an ax outside. No time to find it. The blade was more triangular than a knife, but still a knife. Family and clan inscriptions that Bacob could read adorned the blade and hilt. He hung it on the wall when the castle was a two-wall hut and a firepit. It sat there as the hut improved, and the family grew around it. He felt death in the blade from his father—not just chickens, but warriors’ stabs, throats cut, used as a spearhead. His hand tingled by grabbing the blade from the wall. He ran so much he did not know the difference – where was Anni, where was Bacob? The blade elicits light black smoke in his hand. Not enough that anyone would notice but there. 

“All lands have a King and by King's order–,” the non-dressed for war said. Eryc is out of the house now interrupting. He ran to Anni's right. Heaving from the run with only a small triangular ancestral dagger and his son on a horse with a warfighter and six other armed horsemen around him. His mind analyzing the situation. The small blade still lightly smoked black in his hand. It tingles in his hand throw me, it seemed to suggest. Anni relieved by the presence of her man. Four riders knocked arrows and sat up. It was now not just a beautiful woman and children. One rider moved closer to the talker not dressed for war.  Eryc saw the blackness of Jack in the grass waiting for a command to attack the horseman holding his son.

Bacob 

Scared yet excited to see his father even though he felt the blade in his back for the first time. His father now by his mother’s side – his parents did not seem big anymore.  Bacob noticed Jack closer than his father and in the tall grass.

Magnus

“By the King's order I command you and your family to accompany us back to the King!” The least dressed for war shouting. His name was Magnus son of the First Mage, a star graduate of the Mage University. His light armor is shinier, more a costume rather than war fighting. He wore no Helmet only a ring of gold around his head. Maybe 18 years since his name day. No scars and the looks that girls would giggle. This was his fifth mission since graduating top of his class and potentially the biggest since his father First Mage Schumm, Second Mage Nihil and Third Mage Gabard the all-seeing developed the Mage University. 

Eryc 

Eryc’s fingers burnt holding the ancestral blade. The death on the blade once a spear head sang to him “Throw me, throw me,” at the least dressed for war. 

“Oh well,” the now named Magnus announced as he lifted his hand. “Throw me!” the death in the metal in Eryc’s hand screaming.

Magnus 

Detecting no magic or defense from magic, just a beautiful dark-skinned woman a witch or whore he thought. He prepared his most terrorizing spell and released it. His hand instantly ignited in fire.

Eryc 

By Anni’s side, still heaving from the run and dealing with an old piece of metal wanting to be thrown, watched the man dressed least for war raise his fist as he suggested their surrender. He looked at his wife and then back to the young rider as his hand ignited in fire. A fire faster than burning Vyking spirits ignited and was gone. Out of the corner of his eye, Eryc saw Anni his wife in a brilliant flash, her form searing into gray ash that held her shape for a heartbeat before crumbling. The heat wave scorched his skin, his heart fracturing with it. Her scream turned to smoke, a bitter scent on the wind. He attacked before any ash of his wife met the ground. He gave into the piece of metal. He was up in the air spinning around and throwing. It was a knife or axe throw taught to him as a young raider. Jump, spin, land legs apart, land in the same area, hand and weapon taking the momentum, extend elbow, hand follows through aiming weapon at the target. 

Rogan 

Rogan found it amusing when a weapon was thrown at Magnus, his sworn Mage.  A young Sword of the Kingdom, Rogan was an elite warrior, more disciplined than a Kings Guard, his blade a sworn oath to Magnus’s honor. He knew his rider’s exhaled relief as the weapon was heading for Magnus and no one else. Rogan had seen the shield-spell cast at an instant as Magnus had dropped arrows, spears and even rocks from catapult like devices. He would not rely on Magnus casting it for him or one of the other men sent on this mission. Magnus raised his hand at the man throwing something. The spell he instantly cast had stopped the launched boulders. Magnus confidently turned his hand to ignite the thrower confidently knowing the shield-spell would drop whatever object headed his way. The caught boy - Bacob on the horseback with a sword in his back took his left side down, lunged down and kicked off the horse as hard as he could away from the sword and opposite the arm around him. 

“Bloody Hell,” the horseman said as his captive escaped. His horse is rearing up. Gala in the crib with Anders feeling something. She grabbed Anders and he started to cry as they headed out the back door. She was barely able to carry him; opposite the way her father had just passed. Rogan, Sword to Magnus noticing the boy off horseback. His mission is to capture them, but mainly the children. He glanced back to see Magnus son of First Mage, his sworn Mage top graduate of the University spell FAIL! The spinning weapon hit Magnus's eye perfectly. Sinking deep the tip pierced the back of the head, bones in the face broke. Blade sunk to the hilt. 

“Loose!” Rogan commanded his longbowmen. He looked towards Magnus, son of the First Mage, as he fell off his horse in slow motion. Rogan using nearly the same dismount the boy had tried to catch the First Mage’s son. Magnus’s body hit with a dead thud. Rogan dismounting with a thud, his newly sworn Mage lifeless. Every piece of armor works against his body. “Heal yourself,” Rogan commanded the bleeding Mage with a triangle blade in his eye on the ground motionless. Rogan crawled closer and grabbed the object in the son of the First Mage’s eye. He pulled it out. Blood was there. It was spurting now. 

“Heal yourself!” Rogan pleaded as he dropped the blade. His other arm around the back of the neck as he laid with the now dying limp Mage. Magnus's blood stopped spurting, and he stopped moving. Rogan remembering his training spurting blood, you have a chance, dripping blood, lost move on. 

“Heal yourself!” Rogan pleaded towards a dying Mage. Blood dripping, his existence at stake as a Sword pledged to this Mage also the son of the First Mage to the King. Fuck, his mind screamed as he rose from his now dead sworn Mage. 

Eryc 

The arrows hit after his throw. Shoulder, stomach, and leg. He saw his son push off a horse and the target he hit fell. As the arrows hit. Each pain, his wife a gray pile of ash now disbursing into the wind. Another man jumped off horseback. Eryc thought again of the ax and not with him. As he attacked. He did not have the Lores of his people memorized as his son did but one flashed through his mind – better to die fighting. Eryc charges an arrow man on horseback. He knocked another arrow, but Eryc was upon him. The horse in confusion. Eryc jumping, turning as Eryc’s arms circular and around the body. The momentum of the jump was strong enough to ensure Eryc would land on top. They fell from the horse with a thud. Eryc felt each arrow in his skin as they turned and broke as he remembered Anni now ash and his children at risk. Eryc smashed the arrow man he pulled from the horse to the ground with his only weapons – elbows and fists. He pummeled and the helmet turned it into a weapon as the metal bent to deface the grounded man. The man stopped fighting, now unconscious. Eryc grabbed the mangled helmet and shook and turned and twisted it looking for a sharpened edge from the bent helmet into the unconscious man’s neck. Another arrow flew by, missing Eryc. His attack worked and blood spurted from the side on the once horsemen’s neck. Vyking fighting lore – sever the neck, the head will die, and the body will follow. 

“Kill him!” Rogan commanded the remaining squad of the First Mage’s son, now his squad. Relieved, he saw Peter with an arrow knocked aimed at the savage. Eryc struggling to his feet, pain of the arrows excruciating with each movement. He faced Rogan with no idea Peter on horseback, an excellent archer behind him. Panthers can quietly move and pounce on their prey – so can dogs. Jack, happy to see Anders freed, defended his exit and he circles back to the fray. As the man pulled the bow, the dog was airborne. Jack crashed into the man looking for a bite and he found one. Finding metal, but the dog and man fell from the horse. The arrow fired into the ground. The man hit with a thud each piece of metal armor on his shins, shoulders, elbows, and breastplate now a point of pain. His helmet fell off and only a small band of metal around his head remained. Jack bit and gnarled Peter the archer who was trying to understand what had just happened – he had the kill shot and now with no helmet, no breath, and a dog upon him. The dog looking for a bite, not leather, chainmail or plate found his face and soon neck. 

Cpl Rogan 

Rogan unsheathed his sword. The savage facing him fifteen paces, his archer being chewed on by the dog twenty paces, the mission of the scattered potential Bright Stars – he glanced over at the son of the First Mage Magnus, dead. Rogan switching sword stances with each realization. 

Eryc 

Eryc advanced the man with the sword. Another arrow struck Eryc in the back shoulder and a horse rider galloping fast struck him with something. Eryc fell to the ground. He was somewhere in his own self in darkness, just thoughts. Somewhere between consciousness and unconscious, living and dying. His body no longer takes instructions. He saw black, heard nothing. It cannot end this way, my children, my wife, my oaths are Eryc's only thoughts. Below the grounds things within the earth were called. He had lost everything. Anni’s ash scattered on the wind, her smile gone forever. Darkness.

CPL Rogan 

“Kill that animal!” Rogan commanded his remaining Sword team. Rogan advanced on the dog biting the face of his fallen soldier. The soldier did his best to fight back. The Vykings traded with the Dog people of K’tul, and the dog people taught the Vykings in the way of training dogs. Jack had been trained on how to bite the neck of a deer to bring it down as well as bite the neck of a man killing him. Vyking fighting lore – sever the neck, the head will die, and the body sure to follow. Jack found the neck and the screaming man stopped screaming and made gurgling sounds. Jack looked up at the advancing Rogan and in a face dripping in crimson red, the dog growling and not breaking eye to eye with the advancing soldier. 

One of Rogan's horsemen galloped up the dog swinging the sword that hit Eryc moments ago. It missed Jack the dog as he hunched down with eyes still going eye to eye with Rogan. Rogan Sword of the First Mage’s now dead son remembering his animal versus sword training. Aiming to engage the animal at a distance allows you to react and defend effectively. Keep the beast within the range of your sword without allowing it to get too close. This requires careful footwork and spatial awareness. Move in a circle and cause the animal to come to you. Pull your dagger. He wished he had a shield. 

An arrow from another horseman struck near the dog. The arrow set off the dog as it lunged toward Rogan. The dog came to him, he had a swing that started too late, and his hand and pommel hit the dog as the dog's weight was on him. Sword paces erased by a dog that lost its master. Rogan was shocked by the speed of a full-on lunge by a dog that was maybe half his stones. He fell back and down under the ferocity. The sword angled as a wedge to keep the teeth away from him. He was on his back with the dog over him. The sword worked and all Rogan saw was teeth biting the air and not his face. Rogan could feel the dog’s breath as bit the air between them.  The animal kept working and pushing down.

“Bloody Hell,” Rogan thought as the dog was biting at his face. The teeth ferociously raged. On his back his luck turned slightly, and he found the dagger dropped. He swiftly struck the dog with two stabs, then three then four to the side with the dagger. The teeth stopped. He twisted the fourth dagger strike to the dog’s side, hearing a whimper. It immediately turned from whimper into growl and Rogan felt the animal again and the teeth came back and got his face looking for his neck as the dog had been trained. 

“Bloody Hell!” Rogan said as the teeth tore off his cheek. He scrambled in his mind his sword training of a man’s vital strikes compared to a dog. A horseman ran by this time lowered to hit the dog with a strike. “Why did I get off my horse,” Rogan thought now, bleeding profusely from the face. The words “Yes, First Mage, your son is dead,” the biggest thing on his mind. The dog was struck with a mace. That would have been Garvin’s doing. He chose a mace as his weapon of choice for some long-drawn-out family battle story. The mace hit the dog in the face crushing his left side skull. The dog's left eye popped out. The dog went lumpish; Rogan could feel the dog nearly limp as it stumbled away to die. Perhaps the mace is a good weapon, Rogan thought as he sat up watching the dog. The dog drunkenly stumbled to his fallen master and stopped and looked back at Rogan with a weak growl sound. 

“Bloody Hell,” Rogan said as he scrambled to his feet remembering the speed of a lunge by the dog. He raised his sword and dagger. The dog fell as Rogan’s squad remaining on horseback falling in on him. Rogan sheathed his dagger, grabbed a rag, and put it on his missing cheek. Mission one with the First Mage’s son as a noble Sword seemed a complete failure. His only chance was to find the children as one must be the Bright Star and pray for a lenient First Mage now with no son when they returned. “Round up the children,” he said to his men still on horseback. His eyes squarely on the fallen First Mage’s son hoping for some kind of movement, none. 

Gala 

Out the back door where her father had just flashed through, she did not hear her parents' voices any longer. Only a Jack’s whimper and the yelling of men she did not know in a strange, to her, accent. She knew she should hide with her brother. Anders cried as she dragged him, struggling. Tears formed in her eye as she pulled her little brother. She ran past goats, chickens—her brother’s chores. The animals were oddly quiet and intently watching her pull her little brother through the farm – her families kingdom. 

“It is ok Anders we are going to hide, and father will find us,” Gala said. Anders stopped crying and watched his big sister struggle to take him somewhere. They went downhill to a tree that was a testament to the seas that water could take the earth at any moment. This tree had the soil washed away from its roots many times and they were exposed creating a tree cave like a child’s fort under the tree but above the earth. It was the perfect hiding place she thought as they made it and crawled under the tree. Bacob would always find her here when they played hide and seek. It was her favorite hiding spot and Bacob, her big brother would always find her. Anders was silent watching the changing scenery as they hid. 

Bacob 

Running north away from the fray Bacob looked back and saw his father grab a man from a horse. He noted the man he escaped from did not chase, chaos breaking out. He saw his mom bursting into flames and then to ash still etched on his mind. His mind raced through the lores he memorized. He thought of the story of Gragor whose village was wiped out by Godless heathens and Gragor’s spirit was crushed, and he cried uncontrollably and prayed to Thyr – the God of War. Thyr answered and said there is a “Time for sorrow, but it is not during a time for war,” Gragor wiped his tears and ambushed the heathens single handedly killing all the heathens and dying of his injuries to reach Vylhylla. Bacob wiped his tears as he turned back to help his father. He saw Jack defend his father from a man on horseback. He ran faster to help until he saw a horseman strike his father, who fell. 

“A time for sorrow, but not during war,” He thought as he realized the three men on horse and one under Jack perhaps his chances were better in his father’s trapped riverbed. “Jack come quickly!” Bacob shouted as best he could but ran east now over the grass field and was no longer trying to get to the fishing village. He ran and looked back for Jack the dog – Jack did not come. As he ran downhill into the peninsula of the shark tooth, he saw a tree where his sister always hid. “Not during war, Gala, Anders,” he thought as he ran. He looked back towards the hut. He prayed to Thyr help my siblings. He noticed as he ran and prayed – a color in the tree that did not belong, Gala. In her only hiding place when they played hide and seek. He ran to the tree roots. 

“Gala I can see your foot, hide it and where is Anders?” “He is here with me – mother and father?” Gala asked in a whisper. 

“They are taken, and they said do not get taken they will be back – hide,” Bacob answered – lying – fuck a word not allowed to use – lore...not during a time for war. “Rub dirt on you, push it up between these roots as best you can, hide your clothes and colors fast and stop moving – can you comfort Anders like mom does?” 

“Yes,” Gala whispered. “Ok quiet and hurry with the dirt you have ten seconds like hide and seek and then stop moving – no colors. I will see you again sister and brother.” “Bacob,” Anders said, his second word. “SHHHHH hide and quiet,” Bacob responded, quite differently than the first words earlier. “Dirt and hide better ten seconds, still and quiet,” He continued. “9, 8,” Bacob said as he ran to the riverbed. Time for Sorrow not during war he thought. Tears ran from his face as he ran from his sister and baby brother. Guilt clawed at him, he’d lied, leaving them to fate. “Thyr help us,” He prayed as he ran. He made it to the greener plants of the freshwater riverbed. He could see Gala’s tree hiding spot and he knew in the tree line where his father’s traps were. The river feeds into the sea. You want to find good water, look for greenest plants- a Lore. 4, 3, 2, 1 Gala was still as he watched the tree from the freshwater vegetation. 

CPL Rogan 

The horseman fell in on top of Rogan. “We are dead men?” Galvin asked, knowing the ruthlessness of the dead Mage’s father. 

“May haps,” Rogan answered, rag still to his wound where his cheek had been. Yes, his mind agreed, but he needed to lead his men. “Ok they are children. I saw that one boy was heading east. I need you to go about 500 paces south, I will tear apart that hut and you other two go 500 paces north and you a thousand. Hand signals and we march them to the river. There is nowhere to go. Turn over every stone.” 

“Yes sir!” the remaining three horsemen responded. 

“Tie your horses in a knot, we will cut it. I need you on foot and cannot risk the children getting behind and knowing how to mount a horse.” 

“Yes sir!” the remaining three horsemen responded, more reluctantly. 

Victor Schumm 

The Mage University watched through the Ether as best they could. Victor realized he should have sent more resources, but he wanted his son to succeed. He wanted his son to be as powerful as him. 

“Victor Gabbard has lost touch with your son in the Ether?” Nihil reported as they sat in the council of Mages at the Kingdom of Salt’s Mage University. 

“That arrogant boy possibly playing games,” Victor hissed. “Gabbard says no sign of him in the Ether and that dark energy is shrouding the Bright Star,” Nihil responded. “Can we communicate with any of the soldiers?” Victor asked. “You said metal banded heads all, no markings, no links and they are following orders.” “Alert every mentalist Mage to seek in the Ether. Stop any other missions. Look for any animals to worg into. Dispatch two more wizard teams, we are not going to lose the Bright Star,” Victor commanded, and another Mage left to get the word out. Gabbard would get the word out through the Ether as well. “I warned you to use a team that didn’t have the arrogance of being your son Victor,” Nihil said. “Second Mage you are a friend, but nothing I said had a question mark for advice,” Victor said as anger glinted in his grey eyes. 

“Yes, First Mage,” Second Mage Nihil said. 

CPL Rogan 

Rogan ransacked the hut that had been earlier the family's kingdom. He found a stove still burning and he kicked it, and the stones moved. He kicked again and looked around at the hut, mostly wood. He kicked the stove over with the burning embers spreading. 

“Children this hut is on fire and your parents are out front safe,” he shouted as he threw anything flammable into the fire and continued the ransack. He found a bottle in the kitchen. It was a clear liquid. He pulled the cork and smelled it. Vyking spirit, Ha the Bright Star is a Vyking. They had mastered the process of cooking wines and ales and making them stronger. He took a swig. It burned as it went down. This bottle was valuable, and his entire team could celebrate with it. He thought of the fallen men from his team and realized now they could celebrate for three nights. He spit a mouthful into the fire still growing and it ignited. By the hearth Rogan saw a small rag doll. The fire spread as he left the burning hut. Mother, I am a child thief to advance the Kingdom of Salt, he thought to his deceased mother. He left out the back door confidently the children were not there, noticing an empty crib. He walked into a goat pen, chickens, and where the Vyking made his spirits. Barrels were there. Two sets of metal contraptions with a cooking stove underneath connected to another metal pot and he noted more bottles, some full. He must be trading with the fishing village northwest. His men to the north better do their job and cut the children off from that village. He looked south and saw his man there awaiting instruction. Rogan gave the signal to him to advance 300 paces so it was less likely the children could hit the river and escape south. 

Bacob 

Bacob saw the smoke from his family’s house. His family's castle is burning. He lowered himself into the vegetation of the riverbed eyes on the scanty treed area before him, but most importantly the tree above his little sister and baby brother. He thought of the traps in the forest behind him. He remembered his father explaining how all animals need water. His father pointed out what a deer path is. He remembered his father training Jack away from the traps. He was not allowed to explore the trapped riverbed, but his father would bring him to every deer or wolf trapped, their hydes now burning with his family's home. Their insides fertilize the garden. Their muscles sun to dried jerky strips. “Father, it is not humane as the animal sat there with a crushed leg overnight stuck in metal?” He remembered asking his father on their first outing to see a trapped animal. They would later find a deer that lost his leg completely from the teeth of the metal trap with the Hothian spring. It had to be tracked down and humanely have its throat cut. “Son, you read the lore about the unfairness of life – it is also true for animals,” His Father said. Bacob thought – I must stay in the now and remembrance and sorrow later – life is not fair – a time for battle, he thought. 

Tears stopped again or slowed. He picked up sticks and he went to the largest trap along the deer path to the river. He belly-crawled on the earth with the sticks scratching the ground pointing the way to the largest trap. The one that severed the leg off a deer. If it went off, steal teeth closed. He made it to where the trap should be, still there. The sticks found it. In front of him a closing circle of death, behind him his siblings. He remembered his father bringing the first trap back. He remembered his father opening the teeth with one pole and opposite him and Mother with another pole leaning and pushing them to open the trap. His Father learned it later alone, but there was a latch to make it safe. “Turn this,” His Father had said and now he had to find this in metal teeth. He carefully used the sticks to lightly clear the foliage. It could pop any second. He saw the latch that would make the teeth not close on anything, he turned it rendering the teeth inoperable, he hoped. – A time for battle. 

CPL Rogan 

He marched up and raised his hand. The other hand holding a rag on his missing cheek. The man now advancing to the south raised and the man to the north raised his hand. The man to the north indicating that he was ready by raising his other arm. Rogan responded with his march forward command. The line marched forward looking for the children, their only hope of survival. 

Fuck the children are my men’s only thought of survival – Rogan knew and that was just a hope. 

Gala 

Gala her brother, Anders, is sleeping again now his nap interrupted and now under a tree. I don’t want to be found, you cannot see me, you cannot see my little brother running through her head. Help me protect my little brother. Her doll she had named ‘Mommy’ now was in a fire that was her home. She sang to her little brother a silent lullaby: 

Byyyee bye – bye-bye-bye 

Anders is going Byyyee bye – bye-bye-bye, and a prayer for someone to help us. The goats at Gala’s once castle now just a hut still burning, but the goat pen grew frantic. A faint pulse, unseen, rippled from Gala’s trembling heart, stirring the Ether. The goats, in their pens, grew restless, their eyes wild, as if answering a call beyond their nature. Goats jumping, kicking and fighting at the wooden fence. They pushed, bit and pulled the male goats ramming. The goats freed themselves and headed west. 

Bacob 

He watched hidden in the forestry a new horror from seeing his mom turned to ash, his father fall as he watched a man stop at the tree above his sister and baby brother. Also, a man to his south entering a trapped riverbed cutting a path of a possible escape. He was not leaving Gala or Anders, Lores about when you become a man filling his head. The man gave a signal by lifting his hand. The man in the riverbed stopped. The man looked under the tree. Bacob’s mind scrambling. An inoperable, he hoped, trap his only weapon. He realized that he had to draw attention to himself now, but the man looked under the tree and rose. Fear and hope as his sister somehow was unseen. The man looked left then right and gave the forward signal. Gala enough earth covering her and Anders, unseen. Bacob could not believe it. Bacob ran hunched down in the vegetation to the other man. Get them away from the tree his only thoughts. 

“I see one,” a man shouted, waving his hand pointing to the other man that just walked by the tree. The man was walking toward him thankfully with no bow and arrow in his hand and sword sheathed. 

“C’mon boy I see you and you are to come back. We are not going to hurt you,” the man said. Bacob stopped moving in the vegetation and stood completely up. He had located two traps, but the man just got by where one should have been. The man walked toward him ignoring the worn deer paths. Bacob flanked right still facing the man. The man got closer – two arms lengths away. 

THWACK!!! The trap was triggered on his right leg. Two steel jaws closing fast and hard. The man seemed to just look down confused until the pain must have set in. 

“AAARGH DA FUCK!” The man screamed as he fell over his hands fighting with the metal contraception stuck to his leg. His hands are now covered in his blood. 

“AAAY,” He screamed again. Probably a plea for help. Bacob scrambled to the reddish leafed tree where he had just stored his newly obtained weapon. The man calling out. He rolled the disarmed trap heavy as himself. He prayed to Thyr the latch kept the trap safe. He pointed the trap at the man. The man-made eye contact as his jaw dropped open. Bacob bending into the metal circle turned the safety latch from the opposite side of how it worked and dropped the trap on the man struggling with a trap only on his leg. 

THWACK!!! The trap bit the man across half his face, down to under his chest. Pinned an arm in. “GUUUUH,” the sound the man made this time was not loud enough for anyone other than Bacob to hear. Bacob could still see the eye staring back at him, the man now in a twisted strange form of a man. The traps on the man made him stop moving. Bacob reached in the metal contraception and pulled out the man's sword. It was much heavier than expected. Took a step back and lifted the sword as best he could, pointing the blade at that eye that seemed to be staring at him for minutes – gurgling sounds from the man. He thought of his mother now ash, his father fallen, his brother and sister trapped in a tree and Jack – he stabbed hard at the eye sinking the blade. The trapped man made no more sounds. 

CPL Rogan 

“What the fuck did you do boy?” Rogan, huffing from the sprint and reaching the boy asked as he reached down and grabbed the boy with one hand. The other hand is still holding a rag to his missing cheek. He had lost another man. The boy is struggling. 

“Stop,” Rogan yelled at the boy and lifted him with one arm. The boy tried to pull the sword, but with a quick inside kick, the sword dropped, and the boy was suspended in the air with his arms too short to do anything. 

“You are caught boy. I can make you do what I want through pain, or you can just do it.” The boy spit on Rogan's face. Rogan dropped the rag showing his wound, the blood still running. He made a fist with that hand and sent it hard to the boy's face and stopped short of hitting him. He made a finger point with the stopped hand. 

“You are the mission and your siblings – you are caught,” he planted the boy face down in the ground as the blood from the missing cheek rained his working hands. He secured the boy’s hands behind the back, wrapped the ankles, and put the blinding hood on the boy. He wrapped a metal band around the child's head as he was instructed. 

“Boy you have someone in a crib at Dragon Teeth. Help us find your siblings or maybe we leave with just you and they fend for themselves. I believe you are the big brother. The mission reports from the Mages said three children, the oldest around ten and that must be you. “You have an older brother?” The boy was silent. Rogan saw one of his men coming in from the north. The other probably walked the riverbed all in hand signals. His men highly trained, but he lost to many today. Sword trained brothers falling, he had much to account for if he survived the First Mage. Fuck he thought. 

“What da shit?” his man said as goats poured from the east unto his man near the tree he cleared earlier. He pulled the boy. Rogan watched as a herd of goats descended on his man near the tree. His man smiled and seemed to think it was funny until it was not. The males tried to ram him. He pulled his sword. He swung it at once, hitting a goat. Another jumped and bit his leather gloved hand taking the glove. Behind him the flock surrounded him. Rogan thought fucking hell, rabid goats. His man stabbed a goat. One goat had a good bite on Rogan’s man’s hand after the different goat took his leather glove. Goats climbing each other to be all over the man. Goats going back kicking, ramming, biting as others crawling up the mound of goats now encircling the man and ramming, kicking, or biting. Goats crawling up each other to land a bite on his man. The man looked buried in a moving mound of goats. He lost his footing and sank into the mound. Rogan dropped the boy and ran soon cleaving the goat pile with his sword. He could hear his man screaming under the pile. Garvin was soon there working his mace on the other side of the goat pile swinging side to side to hopefully not hit their fallen comrade. The goats made a unique crying sound when struck. It was drowned out by the screams of the man under the goat pile. Blood and fur started to mix into the mound. The struck goats pulled their broken bodies to try and get back in the fray or change their target to the men with the weapons. The goats soon cleared. Some broken goats grunted or did a low growl or just bit in the air, their bodies no longer working. The man once under the pile of goats stopped screaming when he saw his Corporal. 

“It hurts,” the man said. He sat up – the point of his nose missing, lips mostly gone, ears gone, a patchwork of hair on his head with skull parts showing and blood now flowing. 

“This really hurts,” the stunned man told his corporal as he lifted what was once a working hand. Fingers missing, the hand now crushed. 

“And my foot – ah feet,” he said, and Rogan looked down at two bootless mangled things that were once feet with missing toes spilling blood. His man fell back to the ground laying there. 

“Can you wrap me and get me to a Mage to heal?” he asked from his grounded position. “I can help,” Rogan said as he stepped over and above his man so he could not see the healing spell. The sword straight down through the heart. Garvin nodded in agreement. 

“Get up boy and find your siblings or we leave with just you and they fend for themselves.” 

Victor Schumm 

Brooding at the Mage hall waiting for the largest advancement in magic to be brought to him, he waited. “Gabbard’s mentalist has a hawk!” Nihil announced. “And the Bright Star?” Victor asked. “There, close to the men,” Nihil reported who was communicating directly with Gabbard. “My son?” Victor asked because it would be expected, it would be normal to care. “No sign of him, First Mage.” “Two men left, and they have at least one child.” “The Bright Star, get wizard teams to them. We must have them!” Victor commanded. 

CPL Rogan 

“You are taking us to a kingdom?” Bacob head in a hood and a metal band, hands bound asked as he sat to his backside. 

“Yes, it can be easy or hard, you decide now?” 

“Children, we have your brother, and we are taking you to see your mother and father at the Kingdom,” Corporal Rogan shouted out as loud as he could, missing cheek stretched and bleeding. 

“What are your siblings' names?” Rogan asked the secured boy. 

“Gala and Anders,” the boy answered. The maimed and dying goats were silent now they heard a rustling sound. Galvin had worked his mace on them. Rogan looked towards the tree he cleared earlier and saw movement. A baby started crying. Impossible, he thought as a girl maybe three or four years old climbed out from under the tree he cleared earlier and was pulling a baby. 

“Bacob, I want to see Mum and dad and why are you wearing a hood?” the girl asked. Her dark eyes were tear swelling with tears mouth dropping from noticing the dead man and goats. 

“It is a game he needs to wear it until we get to a boat to go to the Kingdom where your mother and father went. Like hide and seek. Come hug your brother,” Rogan said rag again to his face and the girl barely able to carry the baby went to her brother. 

“Hi Gala,” her big brother – trying to be strong - sobbingly said as he was hugged. The baby stopped crying included in the embrace. Metal bands placed around their heads. 

“Can you free my hands. My sister can barely carry Anders,” the boy asked, defeated. Children’s hands freed but the bands never came off. The children sailed in the boat now manned by two other wizard teams that had arrived helping the potential missing manpower should they need to oar and to operate the sails. A wizard healed his cheek, but it didn’t grow back, just a hole in his face. Rogan watched and listened to the oldest brother tell their lores, to his smaller sister and baby brother to comfort them on the voyage. His first mission as a Mage Sword to a dead Mage also son of the First Mage of the Kingdom of Salt, a disaster. He felt the urge to jump into the water surrounding the boat to cleanse or drown. He never saw himself as a child thief. Did I lose my nerve or was this the hardening of a soldier, he wondered. 
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Chapter 3

Anni Are You OK? Are You OK Anni?
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Eryc 

He awoke or came to not realizing how much time had passed. Thirst awoke him. Water needs water only command coming from Eryc’s mind. Ignoring the arrows still protruding from his body, most broken. His mind incapable of remembering what had happened, he had no sense of Anni’s ashes now mostly dispersed in the wind, the whereabouts of his children, Jack not following him, his existence needed water. 

He limped by his once castle now a burnt ruin, his mind not processing what it was, because it was not water. He got to his stills where he made Vyking spirits to trade and found the freshwater barrels. He drank deep. He drank again as he sat down, he leaned over now respecting the pain and he lost consciousness or slept. 

Time passed – hours, days he had no idea but rose again. He could feel the pain as he rose, and his mind was working. This awakening – his mind was working better. He drank again from freshwater flask. Memories flooding his mind. Anni to ash, him fighting, his children gone, his father sending him off to keep the bloodlines alive and Jack. 

“Bacob!” he yelled, calling out for his oldest. He re-lived the heatwave of Anni being turned to ash again in his mind. 

A newly hydrated body allowed tears to form in his eyes as his mind processed what had happened. He remembered Anni – found his castle burnt, his family that lived there gone, goats freed or dead, bodies sprawled out in the front of the burnt ruin. 

“Anni, Bacob, Gala!” yelling again. Hoping it was all a nightmare. The arrows and pain as he emptied his lungs assured him that it was not. 

“Fuck!” He screamed in despair and now growing anger as he grabbed the arrow in his chest and pulled it out. He pulled out another broken arrow and yelled again. There were lores about how to remove an arrow so as not to lose the arrowhead killing much later. He ignored those lores – as well as the lores about how to remove them with less pain. He deserved the pain; he failed his family. He grabbed the arrow in his leg and pulled; the arrowhead lost in his leg. He plunged finger and thumb into the wound, bleeding again. The pain was nothing compared to what his mind was going through or his heart. He got it out. 

He again, semi-conscious from the pain, stumbling through his once kingdom. He found the ancestral dagger given to him by his father when the Vykings were attacked to be an extinguished culture. The body that fell from his throw was carried off if his memories were true. He prayed to Thyr that he was still in a nightmare. 

He found Jack, a mound of black dog near one body. 

"Ayyyeee Jack!” Eryc yelled as he limped forward. 

"Ayyyeee Jack!” Again, he refused to believe Jack was dead. 

The mound of the black dog moved. Jack awkwardly rose to his feet, his master understood having been through a similar rise. 

“Water Jack?” asked Eryc, headed behind his burnt home and Jack followed. 

Dog followed the stumbling man, at the stills and he poured water over the dog. Eryc expected Jack to lap it up right out of the air. A reward taught to the Vykings by trading with the dog people of K’tul. 

Jack made one lick of the water. 

Eryc realized his dog now had only one eye. 

“Jack what did they do to you?” Eryc asked his dog. Jack sat at the ready for command. 

“Jack where are Anni, Bacob, Gala and Anders?” 

Jack understood – He ran. Eryc grabbed some Vyking spirit and poured it on his wounds. It burned. Lores said the clearest spirits are good for wounds. He accepted the burning pain. He hobbled where Jack was in the down position. He was where his memories of his love were there one second and ash another. Jack whimpering. With the arrows, his body hurt nothing compared to his heart. It confirmed his memories. 

“Bacob, Gala and Anders find,” Eryc commanded. A game Bacob and Gala used to play with Jack. They could not hide from his nose. The dog ran to the tree. Eryc picked up his ax to use mostly as a cane. Jack barked at the tree and Eryc found another body along with where the goats went. 

“Thyr,” Eryc said at the bloody corpse and the slaughtered goats strewn about. 

Jack was off again this time crossing back through his once kingdom. Eryc felt each injury with each step, but his dog had the scent. They found the creek bed it ran near the outermost of the fishing village. They traveled up the creek. 

Jack stopped at a small pond. He darted away and back. Again, away, and back, this time Eryc is close enough to notice something in Jack's mouth. Eryc got to the small pond. Scattered about armor, clothing, fruits, candle-like substance with a strong smell. His dog ran off and brought an arrow with the hide that Anders used as a blanket. His children’s clothes arrowed in every direction. Jack could not pick up the scent again. Jack whimpered in the down position. 

"Ayyyeee Jack let’s go back (he wanted to say home, but it was gone) and morrow the fishing village,” his body was shutting down again. He fell at the pond and Jack with only one eye guarded his master. 

Cpl Rogan 

“My oath to my Mage that has now fallen, but not my oath to the Kingdom of Salt I am here,” a saying he was trained to say for this moment if it were to ever happen. It was a memorized saying never used before. He was in front of the King’s council. He had his robes but felt naked, a steel band around his head. Once a top graduate Mage Sword now felling like a speck of nothing.  

King Richyrd Elotos, first of his name, bearded hefty man, Coinmaster Lord Dymon a nervous looking gray-haired gentleman balding, Top priest – the Holy Pytyr Sking white haired, white robed thin man and Victor Schumm, First Mage to the King, University Master, 2nd to the Master of the Inquisition and father of his fallen Mage he was sworn to. Heads all banded in gold, the Kings a crown. Victor dressed in fine woven robes dark and opposite the robes of the top priest. Victor’s angled features and grey eyes, which seemed to look through you. Victor appeared the youngest at the table, but aging a wizard was impossible. Rogan swallowed, hard. Scholars from the university are also there and writing. 

“Rogan is a great family, Ezbet Rogan your father was a great friend on the crown – do you have a first name?” King Richyrd Elotos, 1st of his name, asked. 

“Ezeke your grace,” Rogan responded 

“Could the Sword please hold fingers to his missing cheek and speak louder, he is very hard to understand?” First Mage of the King, father of the fallen Mage on his mission asked Victor Schumm. 

Rogan raised his fingers to the missing cheek. 

“Ezeke Woanoke, let me bless you and thank you. You did King’s ordews and you awe back,” Pytyr the holy said. 

“You did the memory of your father Ezbet Rogan proud,” Lord Dymon, master of the purse said. He looked near Victor but not at. Everyone anticipating Victor's words or deeds. It was customary for all the council to greet your guests. Rogan could sense the hierarchy and Victor seemed the top. 

“Ezeke Rogan thank you, you brought us the Bright Star. This was maybe the most important mission since the creation of the time,” Victor said – no mention of his fallen son. 

“Thank you, First Mage,” came out of Rogan’s mouth and fingers where his cheek had been. A great sigh of relief was given by all in that room including the scribes and Kings Guards. 

“Were you seen?” Lord Dymon asked. 

“No, my lord, banded heads the entire time.” 

“Tell us what happened, give your account?” the King commanded. 

Rogan told the story. 

“He could not use a shield-spell to block a thrown blade. I have seen Magnus in the Mage games block much more than just a blade?” the King asked, interrupting the account. 

“No, your grace, we were shocked as well,” Rogan said. 

“I will investigate this fully at the University, your highness,” Victor said as magic is mine. Rogan seemed to feel the Kings shared fear of the First Mage. 

“Wabid goats?” Another interruption later in Rogan's account. 

“Did you cleanse your exit so as not to be tracked?” Lord Dymon asked at the end. Rumors were filling the other kingdoms that the Kingdom of Salt was stealing children touched by magic. 

“Yes, my lord completely as trained,” Rogan answered. 

The council room hit with an awkward silence at the completion of the account. Rogan is still uncertain as a hero or prisoner. Victor Schumm filled the silence. 

“I would like another meeting with Rogan at the council of Mages,” Victor said. 

“Because your son?” King Rychyrd asked. 

“No, your Highness, my son fell in the name of the King,” Victor responded. “I accept that as an honor and wish for another son to offer the crown” 

“Thank you for another sacrifice you have made to the crown Victor and thank your wife as well,” the King said to Victor this time being the only person that looked directly at Victor other than Rogan. 

“Oh, my wife's mind is not well, bedridden does not know me or her fallen son. She just sleeps and wakes to barely eat or drink your highness,” Victor said. 

“Your healers or the doctors at the priesthood cannot do anything?” the King asked. 

“No, I am afraid all has been tried, but this is not a feeling bad for the First Mage meeting the most powerful Mage I know – well perhaps second now that we have the Bright Star,” Victor said and what could be a smile seemed to happen at the mention of the Bright Star on Victor's angular face. His gray eyes had glittered. Rogan wondered if this is what happens to battle hardened men. 

“And of course you can have this meeting, I would expect no less. The Mage Swords are under your command as you are under mine,” the King said. 

Eryc 

"Ayyyeee Jack!” he said the next morning. Jack is right there by his side. He headed back to his once castle – pain in every stop not matching the pains in his heart. His once kingdom was gone. Eryc grabbed some dried fish from his pouch and gave some to Jack. It fell to the ground uneaten. He found a nest where he kept his chickens that had some eggs, and Eryc ate them raw, with no time for a fire to be built. Jack was not hungry. Eryc made it back to his once castle. He rummaged through his burnt castle, and he found the coin purse. The purse mostly burnt off, but the contents were intact. He found the burnt doll he made for his daughter – his princess. The lores were gone to the fire. The heatwave of Anni being ignited always would be fresh in his mind, heart. His children are missing and must be found screaming in his mind! His eyes again raining in tears and anger rising with each falling droplet. 

Every move hurts. Something is wrong with his back. He gathered some water hydes filled with Vyking spirits and crafted one as a coin purse and another just for water. He set off for the pond where Jack lost the scent as he needed a plunge to cleanse the dried blood, some fresh, ash and mud before the village. 

His mind re-playing Anni to ash and his heart sinking with each replay. Anni I will see your smile again and I will find and provide for our children his commitment to mind as he pulled his broken body into the village. 

Ed Mundy the 2nd 

Sword Isle Island Inn – or Dragon Tooth Inn depending on what map you read – the sign had a picture of rocks protruding from the ocean and said “Inn.”

Ed Mundy ran a good Inn. His father handed it to him, and he had Ed Mundy the 3rd or his other son Dan – named after his wife – the bitch’s family. 

“Don’t marry a tavern owner,” Still fresh in Ed’s mind 20 years later. 

“They deal in mind poison,” His mother-in-law said. She is now deceased, dead broke. A family of fishermen and now gone except his wife, the jewel in his arse. Ed tried to think back to when the bitchiness started in his wife. Was it always or postmortem the mother-in law. He poured an ale for a patron. 

The tavern is a sound-built place, built on the outskirts but most paths in the village lead there. Patrons occupied the seats as soon as sunrise and the seats continually changed and filled. Arguments about the kings and kingdoms. Pride that they are in a free area (yet to be conquered many argue.) They had their own money system based on fish coins; a goat cost 3 fish coins which represented 3 king’s barrels of fish. The bar was somewhat full in the evening as it was now. 

The door opened and Eryc walked in. Most eyes went to the door and from the reaction of the looking, soon all eyes on the door. A man in black robes has visible wounds and some water hides on him. Ed knew this new patron instantly minus the wounds – the Vyking that makes the spirits. He looked at his wall of bottles – he did not have enough, and he could trade these with the Hothians for a premium. The tavern quieted again when a large black one-eyed dog followed the new patron. 

“My children were taken?” Eryc asked the bar. 

“Sir, do you know you have a broken arrow in your back?” Ed Mundy the 4th asked – the little bugger the grandfather thought. 

“Pull it out,” Eryc said to the child. His accent in common tongue is distinctly Nordyc. 

The boy backed away. 

A table that drank for less to be law and order stood up. 

Eryc 

Eryc noticing the larger men and pointed to the broken arrow in his back at them.

“Pull it out, please,” he said as he wanted nothing to do with these arrows. They represented his worst day. The day he broke his oath to his family. 

“Has anyone seen my children and pull this arrow out of my back,” Eryc is much louder now, the person strumming an instrument that would sometimes sing now frozen. 

Ed came from behind the bar. He began to reach for the broken arrow and a different hand grabbed the arrow. His bitch-wife decided to do something finally to help the bar. She grabbed the arrow, turned it, twisted it in the wound and pulled it out. 

Eryc screamed as the large black dog barked. 

“Why did you twist the arrow, you should have just pulled it out,” Ed shouted at his wife. 

“I did what the man asked and pulled the arrow,” his wife said – short overweight gray haired that matched Ed her husband exactly. 

“You twisted it,” Ed shouted at his wife. The entire bar was watching on edge. 

“You were too weak or lazy to do it, I got it done,” his wife said. She lifted the arrow and said, “And the arrowhead is out as well.” 

“Did anyone bring children through your village?” Eryc pleaded with blood dripping now from his back and other wounds bleeding again as all eyes on him. 

At the table that drank for less to offer the tavern order, the biggest man put a hand on the hilt of his dagger. The other two at the table are now confident to establish order flanked out. 

The one-eyed dog growling: the bleeding man put his hand on a small triangular blade in his waistband. Ed the tavern owner felt something bad was happening. 

“My Children!?!?!” the man now dripping blood wanted everyone to hear. 

“Did anyone see any children not of the village?” Ed asked the tavern. 

“No children,” Ed Mundy the 3rd said trying to help his dad de-escalate. 
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