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Prologue
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The world of Erana is a world of contrasts, for magic is forbidden and its practice is punishable by death; yet in this world where bandits are many, the law is harsh and ignorance a political tool, magic persists. Magic does not obey the laws of men, trolls or even elves; it hides in secret places, in the blood and hearts of both the simple and the complex. It manifests in many ways – in the village healer, the talented blacksmith, the divine-touched, amongst the thieves and hidden mages who spend their lives fearing discovery, denouncement and death. It resides in the hearts and souls of ordinary heroes – those who stand up against the might of tyranny. It brings courage to the lowly and hope to those who have nothing else.
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The trees were low-slung and the brambles high, many-thorned and vicious. Roots ambushed unfamiliar feet; there was barely a trail here, at least for the Witch-Hunter soldiery as they marched through the close-set trees. Branches tugged at arms and legs, catching in the armour and packs; more than one man had a bloody scratch or bruise and not one among them like this place one bit. This was not their terrain, but they would make it theirs, so they proclaimed. The Shimmering Forest had other ideas. Trails abounded for those creatures who could find them, and those creatures who respected the ancient woodland and the ancient ways, but the Order of Witch-Hunters were not among them – the writ of the Order, the Martial Law they enforced, ran from the Silver Sea to the Jagged Peaks, and all of Erana, so they decreed. Parts of Erana thought differently – the shadows, the lost and abandoned places, the forgotten or ignored. What the Order could not subjugate it ignored or used for its own purposes. 

A strange greenish half-light permeated, so thick was the canopy, and the men peered uneasily into the flickering shadows. Strange, sinister. It was an eerie -not-quite-darkness, shifting around them.

“Quit your grumbling, ain’t you ever seen trees before?” An officer snapped, sneering at the unease. 

“Not trees like these. These watches you,” a voice piped up from the edge of the column of men.

“Who was that? You great big girl! Trees don’t have eyes, damned fools the lot of you. Get moving, and the next little flower who complains is on privy-cleaning for a month.” The squad commander glowered at the trees around him and motioned his squad onwards.

The stench of leaf-mould was pervasive, cloying at the throat of those not used to it, and most of the Witch-Hunters weren’t. Many were city or town born and had never set eyes on the legendary Shimmering Forest. 

The soldiers would remember it, and the forest would remember them, but not a man there would admit they cared. At least not aloud. Oh yes, the Shimmering Forest would remember this day as it had many others before it. Not, of course, in the same manner that people remember but the wood, the soil and the soul of the forest would remember in its very essence, for the Shimmering Forest was both old and magical and the Power it held was not the magic of humans, or even elves. It was primal magic.

The woodland was largely silent; the usual snuffle of foraging creatures, warble of birds and hiss of the leaves subdued against the stomp of boots and hooves, the slight creak of leather and the clink of armour. The forest seemed to hold its breath, perhaps at the intrusion of these armed men, these soldiers who cared not for the ancient woodland, and the terrible scourge they likely brought. It was not the first time. It would not be the last.

The beaters went ahead, axes and machetes swinging and slicing a path through the greenery, the infantry and the slave wagons behind. The inexorable rumble of the armoured carts was the bane of the Elfkind, for many ended up in their gloomy despair. At the rear, their eyes on all, were the few mounted officers of this squad, their horses picking the safest route with care. The Shimmering Forest did not often see their like, at least not as deep in as today, and to a man the soldiers grumbled at the twisting roots, the treacherous hidden pools and ditches, and even at the unfamiliar trees, despite the threats from their commanders. 

‘Dare you defile this place? The Forest sees all. You are not welcome here.’ The wind whispered in the creaking branches, a voice at the edge of hearing and the depths of mind.

“I hate this place. It’s disgusting, I’d like to set a torch to it,” Sergeant Godfrey muttered. He pretended he hadn’t heard the sound.

“My granny said the trees understand what you say,” his mate said, wide-eyed.

“Superstitious bullshit! Stories like that spread dissent. You want to be careful the boss don’t hear you. He’d pay your granny a visit for beliefs like that.” Godfrey was a zealous Witch-Hunter, he’d served the Order for several years with pride and diligence, some said a little too much diligence. He kicked a root. It moved out of the way, then snapped back, whacking him in the shin. “I’ll turn you into firewood,” he muttered. Someone sniggered.

The Order of Witch-Hunters did not hold with such superstitious nonsense but among their crew, a few still marched nervous just the same. In this land the Order of Witch-Hunters were masters of all. The forest, however, did not know it, having stood for many centuries before men walked the land of Erana and doubtless it would remain when they were nought but a memory. The Witch-Hunters thought otherwise. Some said the heart of the land of Erana was the Shimmering Forest, and the forest the embodiment of the land. Yet it was dwindling. The humans had felled a goodly portion and even the mighty Shimmering Forest had not been immune to the Plague which had ravaged every living thing, as the magic dwindled the forest had died with it. What remained was but a shadow, but shadows may yet hold power. 

The Shimmering Forest held many secrets, and the Order like secrets almost as little as they liked magic. Then there were the Elves.... If there was something the Order detested above all others, it was the Elfkind. The Shimmering Forest was their ancestral home, and many remote villages remained within its embrace, much to the chagrin of the Order. 

Elves had brought the dreaded Plague which had brought the land to its knees and elves had bargained the wicked magics and betrayed the humans, or so it was believed. But so many years had passed that the truth had long been replaced by rumour, falsehood and their pernicious sibling – propaganda. The truth was now what the Order said it to be. The elves were now little more than slaves and their civilisation a distant and vague memory, spoken of in secret. The elves were nothing, less than cattle or dogs to many humans, there to be used and abused at will. Divide and rule – for those who were too busy hating a particular race or creed had no time to hate the masters who truly subjugated them all.

One of the men now marching through the ancient trees had suggested they simply burn a path through, and any elves caught in the conflagration, well there’d be fewer elves in a world that had no place for them. The squad Commander merely grinned, he had a job to do and motioned his men onwards. There would be time for burning later. Besides burning elves brought no gold. A crispy elf could not be a slave.

The alarm rang out, a low clang of warning – an artificial sound in this place of nature. Arrows flew, some found their mark – elves were good archers – and a couple of soldiers fell. 

“Bring them down, burn them out!” Commander Jonah ordered.

Godfrey dropped a flask at the base of a tall tree, as it smashed and coated the bark in sticky resin he thrust the torch among the roots. Smoke billowed up and flame, white-hot from the accelerant, crawled with deadly speed upwards. With a grin, Godfrey returned to his squad and waited.
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“You are the property of the Order of Witch-Hunters. Isn’t this your lucky day, elven rats! If you resist, you die. If you comply – you might see another dawn. Of course, it won’t be a dawn in this stinking pile of firewood – but you might live.” Commander Jonah’s voice bellowed through the trees. “We have information that you trade with the humans, so some of you speak Common well enough. Your precious trees burn, remember that. We can quite easily burn you out.”

He waited. The clearing held wooden and wattle and daub cottages, and sheds. A small stone shrine stood outside a larger stone meeting house and tavern, and beyond were a couple of small silos and sheds – winter stores. 

It was not a large settlement and would soon be a great deal smaller.

“Search the area for stragglers and trinkets, then burn the dwellings to the ground. That will flush these forest bastards out of their hidey-holes. Anything of value can go to the widows’ and orphans’ fund. Strong elves go to the mines, unless they fight, pretty ones to the brothels – men and children, too,” he ordered. “Leave no one here and check the surrounds when we are done. There will be outlying settlements. Fort Commander’s orders.”

Several elves had formed a defensive line – weapons at the ready but they were few, and among them were those barely out of boyhood. Jonah glanced up as an arrow whistled past. As he scanned the surroundings, he grinned nastily.

“Those trees yonder hide more archers. Nice try, you plague-ridden bastards, you never learn – burn them out.”

He hadn’t believed the elves would simply walk into their fate peacefully and calmly. They never did. This was, so he believed, a trading village. There would be a few guards and hunters, perhaps even a ‘wise woman’ or ‘cunning man’, but he’d dealt with worse. It mattered not, come sundown, this Elven settlement would be no more.

“Gut every third man and hang every fourth woman if they resist. Kill the old, the sick and the children too young to work.” He pointed to an elderly elven man, standing in front of his dwelling, a quarterstaff in his hands. “Start with Grandpa Mage there – show the rest we mean business. Use the banecrystal – my guess is that’s the leader and he’s magical.” Jonah drew his banesword. 

“Then I die defending my own land, Order. We are not slaves! Come take me, I’m too old to work and of no use to you.” The old elf was defiant, his hand trembled but he stood tall. Proud. Defiant. “Show the rest what you are: murderers and thieves, liars and villains.” The old man swung the staff and green light arced towards the three soldiers bearing down on him. “Three against one old man – how glorious the Order is!”

One soldier stumbled as the green tendrils snatched at his feet and tightened. Jonah strode towards him and joined his crew, “Take out their guards. Anyone who fights – dies.”

“Run! Run all of you.” The old elf cried and raised his staff against the sword sweeping to meet him. The soldier wielding it parried, then Jonah thrust his banesword towards the elf, upwards and severing the old man’s arm. Blood spurted, and as the Banecrystal began to sear the wound. Jonah kicked the staff away. “Bind him – with the bane-rope. That tree in the village centre – string up the mage. Let him die slowly.” 

On his knees clutching the stump of his arm and trying to heal the old elf looked up. His eyes held resignation, sorrow, but defiance gleamed. “You might take me, but the elves will never be beaten. Your time will come Witch-Hunter and the blood on the land will be yours. Your rule will end.”

Jonah shrugged. He’d heard such threats before. “The Order will scourge the magic from this land, and the elves are and will always be nothing. I doubt it not that I’ll meet my end sooner rather than dying in my bed at four-score. I will, however, have more days left to me than you and your kin.” He bound the elf, “Haul him up!”

Elves fled; some fought, some hid but the Order was inexorable. The village of Cre’enda burned. The elves of the settlement had believed the Shimmering Forest offered some protection to its inhabitants, but protection can be underestimated, taken for granted, and, above all, it can fail. The Order ruled, even here. The Order destroyed, even here. No elf was safe, even here. The elven guards and archers had not fallen without a fight, but fallen they had, for they were few and the soldiers many. The alarm had been raised, and those who were not skilled in weapon-craft had taken to hiding, slithering beneath beds, into the privy, into cupboards or up trees. It had not been enough. More than one Witch-Hunter bled his last among the trees that terrible day, yet for each who fell, the Order's wrath increased, and elves paid the price. Men, women, children, Elders — even their beasts - fell to sword and fire. Those who were deemed ‘useful’ were bound and stuffed into the slave wagons, barely with room enough to breathe. Even a forest elf could be ‘tamed’ for use.

“That one – the mines, he’s strong,” Godfrey said, as a man was dragged bloody and struggling. “If he resists, take out his eye. He’ll only need the one where he’s going. Her – that woman – his wife, she can go to the brothel – she’s pretty.”

“Send her to my quarters first, I’ll ensure she knows what’s expected.” The male elf tried to lunge at him. “Never!” he screamed, swinging a bleeding fist. 

The sergeant shrugged, then gutted the elf where he stood. The elf crumpled, blood and guts pooling round his feet as he fell. 
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