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  To anyone who doesn’t think they can.













I did.
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  Foreword



OR

The Origin Story of a Slightly Obsessive World-Builder




It all started with a homebrew D&D campaign in spring 2020. I was a newbie GM, and building my world, Qetra, was my happy place. But then my players came along and tried to destroy everything I’d created. I’d spent hours crafting NPCs, and they just wanted to murder them all. It was like watching a toddler’s tantrum, but with more dice rolling. And math. That’s when I decided to write a novel–partly to save my world from certain doom, and partly to prove to my AuDHD brain that I could finish a big project.


The first book, Qetran Odyssey, took about a year to write (on and off, because let’s be real, I’m not exactly a writing machine). But when I finished it, I realized… oops, the story isn’t actually finished. So, I wrote more. And more. And more. The next thing I knew, I’d written two more novels and three novellas, and I’d inadvertently created a series. Whoops.




The third book was the hardest. Between impostor syndrome and writer’s block, my manuscript sat in limbo for over a year, and I started to think I’d never finish. But then I wrote a GameLIT novella (Ten Levels Down) and an instructional series (The Writer’s Workshop) to distract myself. It was like I was trying to run away from my problems, but with words.




The struggle was real, but I had some amazing friends who helped me through the darkest of times (i.e., the middle of the night, when all I could think about was how terrible my writing was). They brainstormed with me, read my drafts, and told me to stop being so hard on myself. And for that, I’m eternally grateful.


So, here I am, finally done with book three, and with Qetra (for now), and I’m pretty sure I’ll start working on the next project tomorrow. Or next week. Or… you get the idea.

So until next time, I hope you enjoy the product of my weirdness. Thanks for reading.




Derrick Hall

2025
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Shadow of Death
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  Frost

  
  




If there was one thing Enara hated, it was feeling powerless to help. Today, she felt helplessness in her soul like an immovable weight, despite the immense power that she commanded. Today was not a day filled with the mundane trivialities of rule, but with compassion, respect, and empathy. Today, she was a guest in a kingdom not her own and she dearly wished that she did not need to be here.




The giant crystals that provided light to the dwarven capital of Dhor Badhir were dimmed, and they appeared to pulse gently with the thunderous beat of drums that echoed in the cavernous underground city. Step by slow, measured step, the funeral procession wound its way through the terraced streets, but there was no crowd of people to watch, and no mourning throng followed behind. Only the few people actually involved in the procession made the long march toward the tombs hidden in the depths of the stone.




Queen Finja led them all, her voice thin and watery as she sang the dirge for her daughter. An honor guard followed close behind her, adding a deep and dissonant bass to Finja’s song that reminded Enara of a landslide. In a way, the song was beautiful, but it also made her uneasy. The notes chewed at the pit of her stomach until she felt a lingering dread; as though something was coming that could not be foreseen or escaped.




Being here somehow felt wrong to Enara and she had tried to argue her point to the council when the letter requesting her presence had arrived. The point was raised—and rightfully so—that Finja was a friend and ally of Sevandil, and that Nylathria’s death had occurred while she was in Enara’s custody. It wasn’t her fault, of course, but going was still the right thing to do and Enara had eventually acquiesced. 




Funerals had been all too common of late. Enara had lost two of her closest friends within weeks of each other—both directly and indirectly because of the dead woman being carried in front of her—and she was no stranger to loss, but she was at least partially motivated by curiosity. No outsider had ever been invited to a dwarven funeral before, and, until recently, the world had thought the dwarves were extinct. To find them alive and well beneath the mountains had been amazing to everyone involved; to then learn that the elvish woman systematically bewitching the non-elvish population of Qetra and leaving them to die was the adopted daughter of Queen Finja had been quite the shock. 




Enara pulled her cloak a bit tighter around her shoulders as the procession reached the lowest street level of the city and entered a tunnel that continued to wind into the stone. Dhor Bahdir was generally temperate, a trait owed to the nature of being below ground and the ever-present fires that glowed in the forges. Enara could think of no other way to describe the tunnel and subsequent tombs than that they held the stillness and chill of death. Her breath puffed out in front of her like a miniature fog, but it did not dissipate as it normally would. Frost clawed its way over the smooth stone creating crystallized patterns on the smooth stones. The vapor hung for a moment before falling to the floor and blooming out in a similar way as smoke would billow against a ceiling or water would fill a cup. Soon, the floor of the chamber was shrouded in mist that swirled in the currents created by the passing of their feet. 




The tunnel ended, opening up into a wide chamber filled with a forest of rough stone columns. Smooth lumps of stone sat between each of them, about six feet long and maybe two feet high at the tallest. As the last member of the procession crossed into the chamber, the drums fell silent, as did Finja’s song. The sound echoed in the catacombs as they continued forward, but the only new sound was the scuff of boots on stone. 




A glance over her shoulder showed Enara that the tunnel was lost from view, but Finja led them ever deeper. Time and distance had no meaning here, as the forest of tombs seemed to stretch endlessly in every direction, but eventually, they stopped between a pair of columns. Three graves were prepared here—low stone walls outlining them—and one was already filled. 




Finja stepped aside and the six dwarves that carried Nylathria’s body moved over the third open tomb. They gently lowered their burden into the space and removed the canvas straps that served as handles before moving to the back of the small group of onlookers. Two more dwarves—one of which Enara knew as Gerdun from her mad dash to lift Nylathria’s curse from the cities—stepped forward, one on each side of the grave. 




They held their hands out, palms down, and began to chant. As she watched, the stone along the top edges of the grave began to smoke, then glow cherry red. The chant grew louder then and changed cadence as the stone began to move and flow under the direction of the mages. In just a few seconds, it closed over Nylathria’s body, wrapping her forever in a shroud of stone. Just as the glowing edges met, a single drumbeat, louder and lower than before, reverberated through the city.

“Rest forever, become light, become stone.” The pair of mages said in unison as the drum faded. 




Finja stepped forward and kneeled at the foot of the grave, sitting back on her heels. The pair of mages turned their backs to her and bowed as they slowly shuffled backward. Only when they were at least a dozen yards away did they return upright and turn away. 




Enara had no idea what to do. On the one hand, she felt no sadness or remorse at Nylathria’s death—she had done unspeakable things—but on the other, Finja was her friend, and seeing her in pain caused its own sort of sadness. She stepped forward and did the only thing she knew how to do—she gently placed a hand on the dwarf’s shoulder. Finja started at the contact, but settled when she realized who it was. 

“I’m sorry.” Enara said.

“It is not your place to be sorry. This was her doing, and by her choice.” Finja offered a sad smile and Enara felt her shudder as she held back tears.




That seemed an odd response and Enara furrowed her brows as she recalled the events surrounding Nylathria’s death. Finja had requested custody of her daughter—who had been held captive since her defeat during Enara’s taking of Sevandil—and Enara had agreed. Nylathria was in being transferred into dwarven custody in preparation for their return to Dhor Bahdir when she had tried to escape. Several of Enara’s guard were injured, but Nylathria had ultimately paid for the attempt when Gremar, a hulking nine-foot tall minotaur and captain of the city guard, had charged her. 




Perhaps, in Nylathria’s mind, returning home had been so unacceptable as to elevate suicide to be the more favorable option, or perhaps she genuinely thought she had a chance at escape. Whichever option she had chosen to rationalize her decision mattered little. She had died as she had lived—quickly and violently.

“Can I walk with you?” 

“Thank you, but I must sit the death watch.” Finja returned her gaze to the fresh tomb.

“Forgive me, the death watch?” Enara questioned. She had heard of people who remained in their homes for days or even weeks following a death as a sign of mourning, but not sitting by the grave.

“Half a day is spent kneeling at the feet of those we have lost. Two days if it is a bond partner,” She gestured at the filled grave two spaces over, “a full day for a parent.”




Enara stood a moment, unsure if what she had in mind was allowed by custom before she gave up questioning tradition and did what was best for her friend. Enara kneeled beside Finja, matching her pose and looked the dwarf in the eyes, offering a soft smile. Finja nodded, tears rolling down her face, and placed a hand on Enara’s knee. Enara did the same, returning the gesture of comfort. Today, the woman next to her was not a queen or an ally. She was not a mentor to be heeded. Today, she was a mother mourning the loss of her only daughter. She was merely a friend in need of comfort and comfort was something within Enara’s power to give.

* * *

Enara stepped through the magical stone archway and into the gate room buried beneath the temple complex. She glanced over her shoulder as the oily black shimmer of the gate shrank to a pinpoint and faded. There were over a hundred rune-carved gates just like it in this room, leading to destinations scattered across Qetra, and lines of people came and went from most of them. 




Enara worked her way through the organized chaos, dodging couriers with crates of supplies destined for the various cities that were still recovering from months of magical sleep. She paused to speak with several supervisors and share brief encouragement or get updates on progress, but otherwise moved through the gate room and adjacent warehouse without stopping. 

“I expected you to be back hours ago. How’d it go?” A blonde elf peeled away from the wall and fell into step beside her.

“It was difficult.” Enara sighed and slipped her hand through his, “I’m glad I went, if only for Finja, but I’m glad to be home.”

“I’m glad you’re back.” Thalen smiled and stooped to plant a kiss on her cheek as they walked, “But…”

“No, Thalen, no buts, not right now.” Enara squinted as they passed out of the tunnels and into the sunlight, “I haven’t slept in over a day. Queening can wait.”

“Right, sorry,” Thalen muttered as he released her hand and dropped back a couple of paces.
Enara stopped and turned to him, forcing traffic to divert around her. 

“I’m sorry too. I didn’t mean that I don’t want you around.” she said, “what were you going to say?”

“My family has invited us for dinner tonight, but it’s fine. I’ll reschedule. They understand how busy you are.”
Enara’s heart leaped into her throat but she smiled and walked over to Thalen. She took his hands in hers and looked up into his mismatched eyes.

“Oh no, it would not do to keep them waiting any longer.” She smiled.

“Really?”

“I would love to meet your family. They are a part of you as much as my mother is part of me.”
Thalen smiled and offered his arm.

“Thank you, Enara. They have been dying to meet you.”

“How many sisters did you say you had?” She took his arm and the pair continued walking.

“Four. All of them younger.” Thalen smiled.
Enara winced and tried to put on a brave face.

“This should be fun then!”

“You don’t have to lie. You’re right to be apprehensive, they can be intimidating.”

“And your father isn’t? What if he says I can’t have you?” Enara had put off the meeting for weeks claiming that she was too busy, but while she was busy, in reality, she was more terrified of meeting Thalen’s family.

“We’re not asking permission, Enara. That time is long past.”

“Did you ask permission?”

“Of your mother? How could I when you asked me to marry you?”

“True. Mother would have just threatened to kill you and left it at that.” Enara smiled, “Should I have asked your father?”

“She already did,” Thalen laughed, “But no. My father is a very traditional man and marriages are announced, not bargained for. At least that is the way in Volis.”

“So this meeting is just a formality?” Enara questioned, her heart slowly returning to its normal position.

“Just a formality.” Thalen echoed.

“Well, in that case, what time is dinner?” Enara led Thalen up the wide steps and into the cavernous throne room at the heart of the citadel spire. The pair stopped next to a large diamond set into the floor and Enara activated the stone with a flicker of magic. A beam of light flared to life in the center of the spire, and an intricate pattern of lines came to life on the floor around it. A moment later the whole array began to rise from the floor, carrying them with it. 

“It’s still weird to be standing on light,” Thalen remarked.

“Magic.” Enara urged.

“Magic.” Thalen turned the singular word into a curse in much the same way that Gremar often did. “Dinner will be whenever we get there.”

“Well, that is convenient.” Enara smiled and stepped from the platform as it came to a gentle stop.

“It would be rude to impose upon the time of a monarch,” Thalen said in a falsely deep voice.

“Your father?” Enara giggled.

“Unfortunately, yes. He did say that.” Thalen laughed.
Enara pushed through the doors that led into the royal apartments and swept past her study and the council chamber. The last space in the line was her private quarters which she now shared with Thalen. An ornate bed sat to the right, a dressing table, mirror, and wardrobe to the left, and a large copper tub sat in the dead center. She set the water steaming with a flicker of magic, and lit the lamps with another, though they were not wholly needed due to the light filtering in through the curtained window near the bed.

“He seems quite a treat.” She said as she pulled the braids from her crimson hair.

“They’re just as nervous as you are, you know. A miner from Volis entertaining royalty in his home? It sounds ludicrous.”

“It’s no stranger than a gamekeeper marrying a queen.” Enara countered as she continued to undress.

“Hells, my life is weird,” Thalen muttered and collapsed onto the bed.

“The whole world is weird, our lives are just a symptom.” Enara cast her dress aside and climbed into the steaming bath, grateful for its warmth after so many hours in the icy catacombs.

“I’m not sure I follow?”

“I’m a queen, Thalen. Me! A flower girl from Tualan! And, as if one kingdom weren’t enough, I’m now caring for a dozen more.” Enara slapped her hand flat to the water creating a loud smack and splashing the stone floor.

“You seem to be handling it well enough, given the circumstances.”

“Do you know the history of this kingdom, Thalen? Why Sevandil fell?” Enara continued without waiting for a reply, “The other parts of Qetra—the cities mainly—felt that the elves had overstepped by expanding their territory. They grew weary and came together to form an army. An army that later marched on Sevandil and destroyed it. All because of a perceived overstep.”

“I didn’t know that, actually, but how does that apply here? You saved them from certain death and you’re helping them to rebuild.”

“Yes, because it was the right thing to do, but will they see it that way?” Enara sighed and slumped in the tub, “At this point, I effectively control all of Qetra except for Ridstin. I could declare myself Empress of Qetra if I really wanted to.”

“I wouldn’t recommend that.” Thalen nodded.

“Of course not. That would be the height of foolishness, but I’m worried, Thalen. What if the cities see my position and decide that I have overstepped? Sevandil is not prepared for a full-scale war. History will repeat itself and the elves will be subjected to near-extinction yet again.”

“I doubt it would come to that, but if it did we have time to prepare. They can’t feed themselves yet, let alone field an army. Those things take time. Besides, we have something they do not.”

“Which is?” Enara raised an eyebrow in Thalen’s direction.

“You.” Thalen sat up on the bed.

“I’m flattered, but…”

“No. You’re not going to self-deprecate your way out of this. You just sit there in your fancy bath and think about everything you’ve accomplished in the last year. Do that and then tell me that you’ve ever been just a flower seller from Tualan.” Thalen popped to his feet and wagged a finger at her as he spoke. Once his ultimatum was laid out, he left the room and closed the doors behind him.




Enara glared at Thalen until the doors shut, then she turned to her own reflection in the bath water and glared some more. Despite her best efforts to the contrary, several minutes of brooding led her to one inescapable conclusion—Thalen was right. She was more than a flower seller and somewhere deep inside—prophecy or no prophecy—she knew that she had always been meant for more. 




As much as she disliked Thalen for telling the hard truths, she appreciated it too. He somehow always knew what to say to make her see things in a new light, and often his perspective helped her to feel better about the challenges that she faced as queen.




For all the good he had done though, Thalen had done little to relieve her nerves when it came to meeting his family. She stood and toweled the water from her skin, her heart again pounding against her ribs as she thought of what the evening might hold. 




Somehow, she would rather wade into a battle than face Thalen’s father. If he had produced such an honest and fierce son, what would the man himself be like? Enara shivered involuntarily. For that matter, what would his daughters be like?
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Tiarsus had already seen the devastation left upon Adrai in Nylathria’s wake and knew that it was partially his own fault for supporting her, but now he had a chance—however insignificant—to help make things right. After the deadly long-term effects of Nylathria’s spell had taken their toll, there was no one left to inhabit the remote port city. But now that the rest of the cities were freed from their arcane prison, someone still had to clean up the mess. Tiarsus had been among the first to volunteer and the discovery of a gate leading directly to Adrai had only served to make the process much easier. 




His familiarity with the city hadn’t hurt his case either, and Master Edoneus had placed him in charge of over two hundred volunteers. A small number compared to his former military commands, both in the Qetran Navy and under Nylathria as General of the Black Army, but sufficient for the task, though it would take several weeks to complete their work. 




He had been in Adrai for a week already, returning home to Sevandil each night via the gate, and progress was being made. Thankfully, the stench of rotting corpses had dissipated in the coastal heat and the flies and carrion birds had either died or moved along as their food source literally dried up. However, there was still a general sense of death and foreboding that hung over the city. 




It was a feeling that he had experienced before—typically on a freshly calmed battlefield—but never so long after the events that triggered it. Adding to the sense of dread was the fact that no violence had occurred here. There were no weapons to collect, no armor to strip, and blood did not stain the streets. The people—calling them corpses felt wrong somehow—that they carted away to be burned had simply laid down where they were and fallen asleep. The elements, time and animals had done the rest. 




The former residents of Adrai barely even resembled people anymore, human or otherwise, and a complete skeleton was difficult to find, the bones having been scattered by scavengers. 




Tiarsus heaved a pile of bones into a cart and pulled down the cloth tied over his nose and mouth to catch his breath as one of his workers approached.

“Tiarsus, the ships, docks, and port have all been cleared.” The woman stated.

“Excellent. I’ll go take a look.” He nodded and the worker left.


He had split his crews in order to make better progress. Half had started at the docks— clearing ships, warehouses, and the like—while the other half had started on the inland side of Adrai. Both teams approached their work systematically. They checked every street, alley, house, and closet one at a time before the lintel was marked with chalk and they moved on to the next structure. Thus far, it had worked well and progress was being made faster than anticipated.




Tiarsus turned his section over to a nearby worker and set off for the docks. He had intentionally avoided them so far, knowing that the ships and crews had been busy when Nylathia released her spell. He would rather not run into an old friend if he could help it. He wasn’t sure his spirit could hold up to that. 

There was the matter of his old ship the Bondless as well. Several years into his service with Nylathria she had sold the vessel, claiming that the coin would be more beneficial to their cause than a ship that never left the harbor. He had fought at first, reluctant to let the clipper go again, but knew that she was right and eventually, he had relented. It was a decision he still regretted, and some part of him at least, hoped that he would find it bobbing merrily in its berth at the end of the quay, ready to be reclaimed. 




Tiarsus passed a hole in the street, surrounded by ropes which in turn were supported by freestanding wooden pylons—a remnant of his and Enara’s rooftop chase and eventual escape from Ratha several months ago—and suppressed a smile. The wooden grate that Enara had destroyed as he leaped from the nearby rooftops had yet to be rebuilt, but it would be soon enough.  He had no way of knowing at the time that he was being chased by his own sister, but looking back, there were signs. A quirk of her movement, the way she had studied them rather than attack—all hinted at something more and, in the moment, he had missed it.




Several more turns and he entered a wider street that ended in a wall and double gate. The slabs of heavy wood hung open and the portcullis was raised, inviting him through its toothy maw. Tiarsus walked through the gates and faced a long stone quay that jutted out into the bay. Smaller fishing vessels were moored all along its length. The harbor spread to both sides of where he stood, smaller quays breaking away from the sweeping boulevard at regular intervals. Each of these held a ship that bobbed merrily in its berth—easily forty in total. A forest of masts and rigging stabbed at the clouds, proud and straight; as though nothing had happened at all.




Tiarsus glanced around at the moored vessels, then walked out to the end of the central quay. It was a glorious day. Bright and calm. He closed his eyes and took a long pull of the salty air. This felt like home. More than any place, the sea had always been his home. He took comfort in the call of the gulls as he stared out at the smudge that rested along the horizon. 




Tiarsus knew that smudge was the shore of an immense island, but few had ever been there. He had heard the tales, of course. Tales of shores that smoldered and steamed and of mountains of fire, but most of that was exaggerated. He had once used a section of that nameless isle as a hideout in his pirate days, and knew that there were portions of it that were safe. A few had tried to colonize it over the centuries, but none had ever returned. By now, it was marked as a place of death and no sailor in his right mind would even attempt to land there.




None of that mattered now though. He was no longer a sailor and hadn’t even set foot on a ship in years. Now, the sight of that island was just a reminder of what he had become, and what he had left undone. 




Tiarsus turned his back to the water and marched back down the quay. The fishing boats lined to either side were in remarkably good condition. He had expected to find rotten rigging and moldy sails, but everything here appeared to be in perfect shape aside from a bit of peeling paint. That was good. These boats were sorely needed elsewhere, and he made a mental note to inform Edoneus. 




Tiarsus turned north when he reached the boulevard and continued down the line, inspecting ships as he went. These were larger trade vessels sporting two, three, or sometimes four masts. Most were in decent shape considering their long neglect, needing only some rope or a new set of sails. 




One, however, a clipper at the end of the line, sat low in the water and listed noticeably to starboard, her once proudly painted hull dripping with slime. A spar hung loosely against the foremast, broken in the middle. The mains hung limp, mildewed, and tattered. Overall, the ship was in a sorry state, but there was just something about it that caught his attention. The poor vessel appeared as though it had been sitting idle for far longer than the others, a fact supported by the scales of rust that clung to her mooring chains.  

“She’s in a sorry state, that one. Planks half rotten and ropes ready to snap.” A man stepped up beside Tiarsus and stared at the worn-out hulk. “Shame. I’d bet she was a beauty in a past life.”

“She was,” Tiarsus muttered, “One of a kind and faster than anything.”

“Yeah, I imagine she was.” The man echoed.

“Pardon, but are you a sailor?” Tiarsus turned to the man standing beside him. His skin was dark and covered in deep wrinkles, like old leather.

“I was. Twelve years I sailed out of Volis, but that was in another life. Still, it pains me to see them rotten and listing like this.” The man nodded, “Weren’t you a pirate or somesuch?”

“In a past life.”

“Aye. Seems all of us that come to Sevandil have past lives. I miss the sea, but I can’t say that I miss the collar.” He rubbed at a ring of scars that wrapped around his neck.

“Slave crews are illegal.” Tiarsus nodded at the man’s scars.

“Perhaps once. A lot of things that were once illegal began happening again when the damned navy dissolved.”

“I’m sorry.” Tiarsus nodded and returned his gaze to the derelict ship before them.

“Bah. Save your apologies.” The man brushed off the comment and gestured at the line of ships, “Any idea what the queen intends for them?”

“Eager to go back to sea?” Tiarsus smiled.

“Not at all! Though…” He hesitated for a moment before continuing,  “It would just be a shame to let them all rot.”
Tiarsus nodded.

“Aye, it would. The fishing boats will likely get sent to Prossa or the like to help rebuild. For the larger vessels though, I’m not sure what she intends. I have a few ideas I could suggest.”

“But will she listen?”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. All I can do is try.”

“That is all we can hope for.” The man clapped Tiarsus firmly on the shoulder and smiled.

“Indeed.” Tiarsus nodded. “Find the crews for me. Let them know that it’s time to pack it in for the day. I’ll be heading back from here.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“What’s your name, sailor?” Tiarsus asked almost as an afterthought. 

“I don’t rightly know, it’s been changed so many times, but I tend to go by Jameson.”

“Well met, Jameson.” 

“You as well, Captain.”

* * *

Tiarsus emerged from the gate amid a buzz of activity. He was early for the shift change, but that didn’t fully eliminate the crowds in the gate room. There were always people here, moving from one place to another, and he shouldered his way through the crowds of people hard at work. 




A desk and chair had been set in one corner of the adjoining warehouse space, and it was here that Tiarsus located Edoneus, his wild mane of white hair wreathed in blue pipe smoke and his face buried in a stack of papers. 

“Master,” Tiarsus stated as he approached.

“Good to see you, captain. How goes the work in Adrai?” The wizard barely glanced up. 

“On schedule. The harbor district is cleared.”

“Good, good.” Edoneus nodded and moved a parchment from one stack to another.

“There is a matter of fishing boats though. There are perhaps forty smaller vessels in good condition that have been cleared and are ready to be moved. Perhaps they will help you in Prossa or Volis.”

“Fishing boats you say? That is helpful.” Edoneus looked up for a moment before returning to his papers.

“There are also a number of larger vessels that could be of use. Do you have any idea what intentions are for them?” Tiarsus scuffed his boot along the stone floor.

“Not at the moment. How large?”

“Large enough to be merchant vessels, or, taken as a whole, to form a sizable fleet.”

“Hrmm.”

“I have a few suggestions as to their use, if I may.”

“If you want me to see it, write it down. Otherwise, take it up with Enara.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Dismissed.”




Tiarsus turned smartly on his heel and worked his way free of the constant stream of traffic around the gate room. Going straight to Enara with his ideas did seem to be the best course. It was her decision in the end, and cutting out the middlemen could prove advantageous. Though…




He shook his head. Perhaps following proper channels was the best option. He had no desire to be seen as pandering to power by skipping a few rungs on the proverbial ladder. Or links in the chain of command. The appropriate term escaped him, but it didn’t really matter. The fact was, that Adrai provided a ripe opportunity, and he didn’t want to miss it. 




He paused on the path, staring at the stone cobbles for a moment before releasing an audible growl and reversing his course toward the citadel rather than toward home. Rest would wait.




It would be his luck then when Enara and Thalen were exiting the Spire as he approached.  Enara was wearing an embroidered dress of dusky purple and gray that set off her hair and eyes in a way he had rarely seen. It was as though everything about it had been made for her. Thalen as well, though not particularly polished, wore clothing that appeared a bit more refined than his usual tunic and trousers. A crisper cut, a patterned belt, and his hair trimmed and brushed.

“Your Highness, I was just coming to see you!” Tiarsus raised a hand in greeting and bowed as Enara approached.

“Good evening, Tiarsus, is everything okay?”

“Of course, Adrai is coming along ahead of schedule. That is, however, what I wanted to speak with you about.”
“Walk with us? We were just on our way to dinner.” Enara gestured to the path of crushed stones that extended out from the steps of the spire.

“Of course.” Tiarsus bowed again. 

“What was your concern?” Thalen asked as Enara looped her arm through his and they set off.

“There are a number of ships berthed in the harbor at Adrai that have remained in remarkable condition. Did you have a plan for them?”

“None in particular. As you know we are redistributing fishing vessels to cities in need of them, but the larger vessels remain unaccounted for. Did you have a suggestion?” Enara turned to look up at Tiarsus. Her face betrayed very little except for genuine trust and interest.

“I do, though my suggestion is two-fold.”

“Do tell.”

“First, I would like to claim a number of the vessels for the kingdom of Sevandil, either as a small fleet or a royal vessel and escort.”

“I’m not sure we need a fleet. We are, after all, a landlocked kingdom.” Enara suggested.

“That is where the other part of my suggestion comes into play. I believe that it would be wise to set up a naval outpost in Adrai. It is strategically located on the coast to guard the Dagger Strait, sheltered from the worst of the weather, and a notable hub for trade in the region.”

“You want to claim the dead city for Sevandil?” Thalen scoffed.

“Only a portion of it, though daily governance would likely fall to us for a time. Right now, if we clear it out and leave, it will be left to rot or be taken by brigands. My plan would prevent that, as well as allow us direct access to a viable port.”




Enara remained silent as the trio walked, their feet crunching on the stones was the only sound for several minutes.

“I’m not sure I see the need for a royal vessel, escort, or navy when the gates allow us access to nearly any city on in Qetra on a whim.” She stated.

“Forgive my candor, Your Highness, but if I were in charge of defending a city and another kingdom with unknown intentions had that sort of access within my walls, it is more likely that those gates would be viewed as a knife at my throat rather than a gift. What good are walls when potential enemies can walk through them?”

“Perhaps.” Enara stopped in the city square.

“A royal vessel that can be spotted and announced would go a long way to aiding in diplomacy when the time comes.” Tiarsus finished. 

“Thank you, Tiarsus, you’ve given me a lot to think about.”

“That is all I can ask, Your Grace. Thank you for your time, and please, enjoy your dinner.” Tiarsus bowed and left, finally heading to his own dinner and a soft bed. It had been a long day and he was tired.








  
  3

  
  
  The Shadows Dance

  
  




Having resigned from his position as Chancellor of Sevandil, Dravos was a free man, but that did not mean that his hours were idle. In fact, it was quite the opposite and he found himself busier than ever. Since Enara had accepted his proposal to build a military academy on the edge of the city, every waking moment—and many that should not have been waking—had been spent securing a location for the school and laying the groundwork required to take the project from paper to reality. 




The former tent city on the fringes of Sevandil was in the midst of being dismantled to make way for his academy. The sparring fields would remain, as they would be used by the school, but the soldiers were being moved into permanent housing in the city, and the space cleared for new construction. Work was already well underway as grass and brush were being cleared and the ground leveled. Temporary wooden barracks had already been built along one side of the sparring fields.




Dravos finished his circuit of the site and called a halt to work for the day. The sun had already sunk below the ring of mountains that surrounded Sevandil and the shadows were only growing longer. 




It would take months for the academy to be functional, but Dravos had to smile. This was a step in the right direction. In a few years, Sevandil would have a trained militia capable of defending the city. It was a lofty goal, but with time and effort, very doable.




Dravos left the site behind and set off into the city. After his resignation, Enara had offered to allow him to stay in his apartments at the base of the spire, but he had refused. The loss of Berylis was still too raw and that apartment wasn’t helping his mood. He still saw her in every shadow and when he could sleep—which wasn’t often—he would wake up expecting her warmth next to him. It wasn’t there, of course, and the feelings of loneliness and loss would strike him anew, banishing any chance of a restful night. More often than not he stayed up all night, preferring to be buried in his work rather than even attempt to sleep. 




Dravos had always been resilient, rarely requiring more than two or three hours of sleep per night, but lately, the lack of rest had been taking its toll. His face was drawn, his eyes bloodshot, and shadows pooled beneath his eyes. Most people that he interacted with pretended to ignore it, but he knew that they whispered behind his back. 




It bothered him, but Dravos didn’t know what to do about it. As far as he was concerned, there was nothing he could do except wait for the pain to subside. The academy was the only real distraction that he had and he buried himself in it.




He soon arrived at the small house he had moved into. He lit a pair of lamps with a flicker of magic and the space filled with a watery yellow glow. It was small and spare with little furniture, aside from a washstand, bed, and small table with a hard-backed chair. What belongings he had brought over remained in their crates and stacked in the corner. 




He poured a cup of water from a small jug and fell heavily into the chair. Papers littered the table and a fresh bundle bound with twine sat atop the pile. Dravos took a sip of his drink and loosed the ties. The first item on the pile was folded and sealed with white wax and stamped in the shape of a rose. Enara’s seal. 




Enara didn’t usually seal her letters, and he thought it odd that she had taken the time to do so. Dravos slid his thumb under the edge of the wax and unfolded the parchment.


Dravos,

I’m glad to see that you have spared no time with the academy project and that work has already begun. I wish you the best in this endeavor. 

Enclosed you will find a list of suggestions for the new facility. Gremar is absolutely bubbling with ideas for the complex, and I do not say that lightly. I’m sure you can imagine the contradiction that is a bubbly minotaur!

Please see to yourself as well. I know you are still grieving the loss of Berylis, as are we all, but it has hit you the hardest. Know that my doors—and my ears—are always open should you need a friend.

Enara




Dravos let the letter fall to the table and leaned back in his chair. So that was it. Despite his best efforts to hide his pain, it was obvious enough that Enara—who he hadn’t seen in over a week—was worried for his health. He shuffled through the rest of the papers in the bundle, skimming the text scrawled across them in a much coarser hand than Enara’s letter. Gremar’s, or so he assumed. 




There were several pages on the layout of the complex, training facilities, even curriculum, and a rather wordily detailed treatise on the conduct appropriate to officers and regulars. Dravos sighed. Gremar certainly did have an excess of ideas. All of these were valid, of course, but the academy just wasn’t that far along yet.




Right now, his focus was on construction. Gathering laborers and materials, finalizing the layout, and setting foundations in place for what would be, both literally and figuratively. 




Dravos laid the papers aside and ran his hands through his hair. Hells he was tired. He considered going to get something to eat but lacked the motivation to go back out. Instead, he pulled a chunk of hard cheese from a small cabinet along with what was left of yesterday’s bread. He refilled his cup and was just about to return to his desk when a knock sounded at the door.

“Come in,” Dravos said through a mouthful of dry bread.
The door creaked open a foot and Ahsera’s face appeared in the opening.

“Is this a bad time?” She asked.

“Not at all, Captain. What can I do for you?” Dravos responded and took a drink as he gestured for her to enter.

“I’m really not sure, but I didn’t know who else to come to.”

“I’d offer you a drink, but I only have one cup.” Dravos offered her the chair but Ahsera shook her head.

“I’m fine, thank you.” She leaned against a blank section of plastered wall near the door.

“What seems to be the issue?” Dravos asked, “I know I’m not the most cheerful person these days, but you seem down as well.”

“I’m sure you remember that Enara gave me Commander Berylis’ position with the ranger corps. I’m having some trouble with them. They don’t listen. I’ve tried shouting, I’ve tried being nice, but nothing seems to work. There’s no respect.”

“Ah. I wondered how that was going.” Dravos nodded.

“Any suggestions?”

“I’m not sure if you know this, but Berylis and I met many years ago. She was a street thief in Ridstin, and I was training to be a spy under Master Edoneus.”

“A thief? Really?” Ahsera’s jaw dropped as if she could never have imagined such a thing. 

“Yes. The first time I met her, she threw a bag of stolen money at me and told me to run. No introductions, no names, I’d never seen her before.” 

“What did you do?”

“With twenty thousand coins that weren’t mine and the guards closing in? I ran! What else was there to do?” Dravos chuckled at the memory, “I managed to escape and she split the money with me. After that, she agreed to train with Edoneus—probably because she wanted to rob him, though she never confirmed that suspicion—and we were close companions from then on. Berylis as the assassin and I as the spy.”

“That makes sense I suppose, but what does it have to do with the rangers?”

“Leaders are not born overnight. I was once a fool of a boy who set the attic of a bakery on fire because someone startled me. Berylis once failed to steal a bag of coins and took the gamble of throwing it at a stranger in hope that he could escape where she had failed.” Dravos smiled, “You are new to this. You are quite skilled as a ranger—which is why you hold the position that you do—but you are unaccustomed to leading people. You feel uncomfortable and out of place with so many people looking up to you, correct?”

“Very,” Ahsera seemed to fold in on herself as she spoke, “They look to me as though I hold all the answers but I just don’t.”

“Did Berylis have all the answers?”

“She seemed to.”

“I can assure you that she didn’t. But she made you think that she did. That’s the key.” Dravos leaned over his desk and interlaced his fingers, “As a spy, a lot of what I did was convince people—guards, royals, military officers, and the like—that I belonged where I had no business being. Sometimes that meant drawing attention and playing the part of the spoiled aristocrat, sometimes it meant bowing and scraping as a servant. Regardless of the specifics, it always meant projecting confidence. If you act like you know exactly what is happening, and exactly where you are—even when you’re at a total loss—that is when you begin to shine as a leader. People follow the person who appears to be in control. They likely are just as confused or scared as everyone else, but leaders know how to hide it. Look like a leader, and you will become a leader.” Dravos leaned back in his chair. 

“You want me to fake it?” Ahsera looked appalled. 

“You can call it that if you like. I prefer to say that you need to act the part. Confidence in difficult situations—keeping your cool—will draw your rangers to you because they see you as strong and stable. You don’t have to shout at them or be their best friend; you just need to give them someone to rally around.”

“That makes more sense.” Ahsera nodded and opened the door, “Thank you, Dravos.”

“Of course. If you need to talk, just find me.”

“For what it’s worth, I miss her.” Ahsera’s eyes softened and appeared to cloud over.

“So do I,” Dravos replied as Ahsera slipped out and shut the door.




The sun was well and truly down now, leaving the lamps as the only light in the small set of rooms. They flickered as though evading a slight breeze and the shadows danced in the corners, both hard-edged and velvety soft. A thin layer of smoke that hung near the ceiling served to add another shifting layer to the shadows playing over the rough walls. 




Dravos ignored his papers and watched the shadows dance. He sat alone with his memories of Berylis as hot tears rolled down his face to hover for a moment on the edge of his jaw before plummeting to the table. Yes, he missed her. She was the one person whose absence could have done this to him, and she was gone. 




Eventually, the tears stopped and he moved to the bed. A flicker of magic doused the lights as he lay back. Dravos’ breath came in heaving shudders until it finally stilled and his mind cleared of every thought except one.




He was alone.
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  Family

  
  




The house that Thalen had chosen for his family was one of five adjoining row houses near the city square in the north of Sevandil. Enara did not see it as particularly extravagant, but based on what she knew of their home in Volis, she knew that Thalen’s family had never imagined such luxury. 




The house had three floors built primarily of stacked stones supported by large timbers that were blackened with age.  There was no glass in the windows, but each of the openings was flanked by a pair of heavy shutters, and curtains of thin fabric rustled in the light breeze. Boxes of plants littered the small space between the house and the main street, holding all types of flora from flowers to vegetables.

“Your father grows a garden?” Enara asked.

“My sister Alea, actually. She’s never found a plant she couldn’t get to grow in a bucket of rocks.” He leaned closer to Enara as though sharing a secret, “With the weather here, she’s ecstatic.”  

“I can imagine,” she giggled. “Which sister is that?”

“The middle one.”

“I thought you said you had four?”

“Oh, I do.”

“Then how exactly is she your middle sister?” Enara glanced at Thalen, her face locked in confusion.

“She has a certain…energy.” Thalen shrugged as a young girl burst from the open door, “You’ll see.”




The girl that ran out looked to be less than ten with blonde pigtail braids and a simple moss-colored dress. She sprinted for Thalen, her face alight with joy at seeing her brother. Thalen withdrew his arm from Enara’s and kneeled down in the street, his arms spread to catch her. A few paces away though, the girl drew up short. Her eyes locked on Enara and grew so wide that she thought they might pop out of the child’s head. She stared for a moment before her mind seemed to catch up with the rest of her and she dipped into a low curtsy. The gesture was rough, as though she had just learned how to do it, but Enara couldn’t help but smile. 

“Your Highneth.” the girl squeaked out. A missing tooth created a pronounced lisp. 

“Enara, this is my youngest sister, Renna.” Thalen gestured.
Enara mirrored the girl’s gesture, dipping low. 

“Well met, sister Renna.”
Renna’s eyes grew again until she resembled an owl and she curtsied again. Thalen stood and walked over, playfully kicking at his little sister’s skirts.

“Enough of that.” He chided.
Renna straightened and scurried away.

“It’s the QUEEEEN!” she screeched as she ran through the open front door of the house as though pursued by a bear.
Thalen knocked at the door frame, sharing a sympathetic look with Enara as they waited for a reply.

“Sorry about her.”

“Don’t be! She’s adorable.”


More shouting echoed from inside the house.

“Renna I told you not to run inside!” Called a gruff male voice that Enara assumed to be Thalen’s father. She was proved right a moment later when an older elf turned a corner and stepped into the light from the front door. His back was hunched and he walked with a pronounced limp aided by a cane of wood so brightly polished that it appeared pure white. “Thalen, my boy! Couldn’t avoid us forever could you?”

“I told you, Father, I wasn’t trying to avoid you, I’ve just been very busy.”
As Thalen spoke, Enara stepped out from behind his shoulder. The man’s rough exterior immediately lit up with joyous recognition.

“Father, this is Enara, Queen of Sevandil and my future wife. Enara, I would like you to meet my father.

“It is a pleasure to finally meet you, Father.” She said, dipping her head.

“Hogwash. No queen will bow her head in my house!” He waved her off and lowered himself into a bow, though it was an obvious struggle, “And none of this father shite. Call me Wyn.”

“A pleasure.” Enara smiled and glanced at Thalen for reassurance.

“The pleasure is all mine, Your Grace.”

“I’ll call you Wyn if you call me Enara. We are soon to be family after all, and I absolutely hate formality.” Enara chastised.

“Is that so?” Wyn looked from his son to his soon-to-be daughter and back and grinned, “Alright then. Enara it is.”
That grin flashed through Enara’s memory like a bolt of lightning. Pictures flashed in her mind of the dozens—or maybe hundreds—of times that Thalen had shown her the exact same expression. There was no doubt as to the bloodline, and upon closer inspection, she could see the same proud bone structure that made Thalen stand out in a crowd.

“Don’t just stand there, come in! We’ve set a table in the courtyard.” Wyn gestured and turned into the house. 




Enara wrapped her arm around Thalen’s again and pulled him close enough to hear a whisper.

“You look just like him.”

“Is that bad?” Thalen questioned.

“Not in the slightest,” Enara raised up on her toes and lightly kissed him on the cheek, “But I like your eyes better.”

“Of course you do.” Thalen rolled his eyes, “Are you ready for the rest of my sisters? Father will have them lined up like prize ponies, I guarantee it.”

“Do I have a choice?” Enara muttered, but it was too late for a reply. 

They rounded the corner of the staircase and exited the rear of the house through a large double door into a small, walled garden with a stone patio. Just as Thalen as foretold, all four girls were waiting in front of a long table set with a not insignificant amount of food. Each wore a different colored dress, but all had either blonde or light brown hair. 




Wyn clacked his cane against the stones, cleared his throat, and as one all four girls dropped into a low curtsy in what was clearly a rehearsed gesture.

“Presenting, Her Majesty, Enara, Queen of Sevandil, Savior of Qetra!” he called.
Enara’s face immediately flushed and the temperate spring warmth was suddenly stifling.

“Father, we talked about this.” Thalen’s annoyance was clear in his voice, though Enara was unsure if he was embarrassed by his family or embarrassed for her. Either way, she had to admit that he was cute when he was flustered.

“Royalty must be announced,” Wyn argued. 

“She just told you she hates formality!” Thalen continued. 

“It’s okay, Thalen, I’ll live.” Enara smiled and placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder, her wits finally beginning to return, “Familiarity will come faster if you would introduce me to your other sisters.”




Thalen sighed and she felt some of the tension leave him as he nodded.

“You’re right,” He agreed and led him to the line of smiling girls, “You’ve met Renna already.

“I have.” Enara smiled at the still wide-eyed girl.

“She’s the youngest. Ianrie is next in line, followed by Alea—she’s the gardener—and my oldest sister Keana.” Thalen gestured to each of his sisters in turn and each curtsied to Enara and greeted her with some form of ‘Your Grace’ or ‘Your Highness’.

“It is lovely to meet you all, but please, just call me Enara.”

“Oh, I couldn’t possibly…” Keana began. She stood a head taller than the next sister and her hair was tied up in a bun. Her dress was simple but dyed a bright blue that brought out the blue in her eyes.

“I insist and I’ll hear no more graces or majesties from any of you.”

“Oh course, Your…Enara.” Alea responded, sheepishly changing course mid-sentence. 

“Thank you.” Enara straightened and tugged the wrinkles from her dress.

“Would you like a drink? Father brewed some ale just for the occasion!” Ianrie offered, as she collected a pitcher and cup from the table.

“I would love a drink, thank you.” Enara nodded and Ianrie poured two cups of dark brown ale.

“Alright, enough of that, we can talk over dinner.” Wyn grunted as he hobbled to the head of the table, “Take your seats.”
On his order, the three younger girls lined up along one side of the long table, while Keana took a seat on the other. The arrangement left two open chairs along one side and Thalen led the way, taking the seat closest to his father. That left a middle seat for Enara, placing her across from Alea with Keana to her left. 




Enara’s throat loosened a little upon seeing Thalen’s choice of seat. She could have been seated next to Wyn but he knew of her reservations and had taken the initiative to help her avoid that. That little gesture did not go unnoticed even in the slightest. The sisters still made her nervous, but Keana looked to be near her own age, and the others seemed pleasant enough to share a meal with, if a bit too eager to please.




Wyn took his seat and the rest of the group followed his lead. Enara’s eyes scanned the food laid out on the table. All of it was simple but hearty fare, and there was no shortage, even for their large group. A platter in the center held several grilled fish stuffed with herbs, and all around were various roasted vegetables and steaming bowls of rice. A pair of matching baskets placed at each end of the table overflowed with molasses-colored rolls. The aroma was strong and enticing. 




Wyn took the basket of bread and placed one on his plate. It was a simple act, but it began a chaotically organized feeding frenzy as everyone passed serving dishes around the table or, in the case of the fish, passed their plates to be filled. 

“This all smells wonderful, thank you!”

“I made the bread!” Renna informed, beaming with obvious pride in her accomplishment.

“Did you really?” Enara passed off the bowl of rice that was in her hand and tore a chunk from her roll. She popped the dark bread into her mouth and made an exaggerated show of chewing it. “Delicious!”
Renna smiled even wider, a feat that Enara had doubted was possible, before shrinking back into shy silence.




The meal proceeded much as Enara had expected. She ate, enjoying every bite of the delicious food—which she learned had been prepared by Keana and Ianrie with herbs from Alea’s garden—and fielded polite questions about her home and family from the girls. 




Thalen and Wyn did not take part in the customary questioning but talked among themselves in hushed tones. The few bits that Enara managed to catch seemed to be about the state of the city. Wyn would question Thalen about rumors of a military academy or the state of the world in the wake of Nylathria’s conquest and Enara’s subsequent cleansing. 

“…Don’t you think, Enara?” Thalen asked, the question took her completely off guard, as she was listening to Alea ramble about proper watering of potted herbs.”

“I’m sorry, but I didn’t catch the question.” Enara blinked as she shifted her attention from one conversation to another.

“It’s no problem. We were discussing the possibility of the cities rising up and Father suggested forming an elite unit that can quell any problems before they get out of hand. I think that might be a good idea. What do you think?”

“Oh, well, um…” She scrambled to collect her thoughts. She had expected personal questions, not political suggestions, “That is an interesting suggestion, but we have no evidence to suggest that such a measure is needed as of yet.”

“Evidence? Is history not enough evidence?” Wyn argued, “Anyone long accustomed to power that loses it will do anything to get it back. That’s just the way of things.”

“The thought has crossed my mind. Our hope is that the cities will adjust and move on rather than cling to a dead paradigm.” 

“What makes you think that they want to move on?” Wyn questioned.

“I believe at this point that progress is a matter of necessity. Hopefully they will see that too.”

“If they don’t? What then? I lived in Volis for fifty years and nothing ever changed, no matter the adversity, the ship always righted itself on the same course.”

“If need be, we will persuade them,” Enara said firmly. 

“Bah! You’ll have about as much luck doing that as I would turning my beer to brandy.” Wyn raised his cup and downed the dark brew in one go.

“Alright, Father, your suggestion is noted. Let’s leave the politics for another time. I’m sure Enara would appreciate not having to be a queen for one night.” Thalen interrupted.

“You’re not wrong.” She smiled and took a sip from her own cup. 

“Fine, fine.” Wyn refilled his cup and held out the pitcher to Enara who declined.




Before long, the food was mostly gone, and the keg was nearly dry. The sun had fallen behind the mountains covering the courtyard in deep shadow and the temperature dropped noticeably.

“Father,” Keana spoke up, “Perhaps we should move inside and light the lamps? I would hate for Enara to catch a chill.”

“I can light the courtyard if you like.” Enara offered, “Even warm it up a little.”

“I wouldn’t want to trouble you.” Wyn objected.

“No trouble at all. In fact, I think Renna might enjoy seeing a little magic.” Enara winked at the youngest girl who had already perked up at the mention of magic.




Enara pushed her chair back and stood. She took several steps into the grassy courtyard and closed her eyes. There was an ever-familiar resistance at the back of her mind and she pushed into it with her consciousness, like pushing past the surface of water. As soon as she was through, she felt the icy flow of the wild magic course through her veins. With a flicker of thought, she held her intentions at the front of her mind and released a portion of the power. The temperature immediately rose as she created a bubble of warm air that filled the walled garden, and five floating lights appeared over her outstretched hand. Barely larger than a child’s marbles, they lazily floated in a circle until she fed a little more magic into them and raised her arms. 




The orbs slowly floated into the sky and stopped about twelve feet above Enara’s head. She opened her eyes now, more to see what everyone else was doing than for any practical reason, and was pleased to see them all held enraptured by her performance. Sure, it was selfish to show off, but it was fun. Fun that she desperately needed today. 




Enara winked at Renna, who stared slack-jawed at the bundle of orbiting lights. She caught Thalen rolling his eyes, but that didn’t matter. She held the lights in place for a moment longer, then suddenly and without warning, spread her arms and lowered them to her sides. Four of the lights responded to the gesture, shooting outward to hover at the corners of the courtyard. They grew as they traveled until they were the size of melons, and the fifth light remained hovering over the center, but grew to twice the size of the others. Gasps and oohs rose from each of her hosts, including Wyn, and the girls all burst into applause.

“That’s quite impressive.” Alea complimented Enara as she returned to the table.

“A parlor trick really, though it has come in handy a few times.” Enara smiled.

“Can you teach me to do that?” Ianrie asked, her eyes wide with enthusiasm.

“I’m afraid I would make a terrible teacher. Master Edoneus is planning to open a magic academy soon though, and he’ll be looking for students.”

“Is he as good as you?” 

“Better. He’s the one that taught me.”

“Hear that, Papa? I’m going to be a mage!” Iranrie turned to her father, practically bouncing with joy. 

“I heard. Best of luck to you!” Wyn smiled. He was uncharacteristically pleasant with the girls—particularly the younger ones—and Enara could tell that they were the center of his world. 




The remainder of the evening was spent in conversation over a dish of spiced pears cooked with brandy. Eventually, though, Keana excused herself and led the younger sisters off to bed. Seeing that the night was winding down, Enara took the opportunity to make her own excuses and bring the visit to a close. Enara and Thalen bid Wyn goodnight and set off into the darkened city.

“Was that as bad as you feared?” Thalen asked as they strolled across the square arm-in-arm.

“It was…different.” Enara shrugged, “Growing up it was always just me and mother. I never had a family like that and it’s a little overwhelming.”

“I grew up in that mess and it’s still overwhelming.” Thalen laughed. “I’m sorry if my sisters pestered you too much. ”

“No, it’s fine! I actually found them all to be quite delightful.”

“Wait until they’re comfortable with you. Tonight was mild.”

“You mean that was best behavior?”

“Without question.”

“I’m doomed!” Enara threw her free hand against her forehead and sagged playfully against Thalen’s shoulder.

“Fear not, fair lady, I will protect you!” Thalen stooped and swept Enara from her feet with little more effort than if he were lifting a sack of grain.
Whether it was the simple absurdity of the moment or the warm buzzing in her head caused by Wyn’s beer didn’t matter to Enara as melted into Thalen’s chest and giggled, content.
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The bowels of Ridstin’s central palace held none of the grandeur and charm of the upper levels. No floor-to-ceiling windows of stained glass, no ornate carvings in the door trim, and definitely no marble floors. Here it was dark and damp. In place of the stained glass windows, he held a small lantern. The carved door trim was replaced with streaks of black slime, and the floors were rough and uneven sandstone. 




Anton wrinkled his nose as his feet slid over the algae-slick stone. There was a reason he tried to avoid coming here, but sometimes discretion took priority over comfort, and the warren of long-disused tunnels allowed for privacy. 




He turned a corner and entered what appeared to be a disused cistern. The chamber was round, perhaps forty feet in diameter, with half a dozen tunnels entering at regular intervals along the curved wall. The ceiling disappeared into the gloom above him, too high for the light from his lamp to reach. A wooden stool sat to the side of the tunnel he had just exited and Anton sat. He was early. He was always early to everything, as being late destroyed his calm, but the habit left him with little to do except wait. 




His contact should be here soon though, and if all went well, Governor Crispin would soon find Ridstin in a much more stable position. Not that Crispin had actually done anything to handle the Sevandil situation. 




It was true that Ridstin had been spared the worst of the elvish plague that had been unleashed by the Black Army, but that didn’t mean that the wholesale collapse of the other city-states didn’t affect them. Ridstin was a port, and as such relied on shipping and other sea traffic for a large portion of its income. With the exception of the occasional ship from Tualan, the trade that was so vital had all but dried up. 




Which was why Anton was here, in this foul place. 




Rhythmic, wet slaps echoed through the darkness and one of the other tunnels filled with a flickering light that steadily grew brighter. He stood and tugged at his doublet which had a tendency to ride up. He needed a new tailor. The rapier at his side rattled as he strode forward to meet his guest who had by this point exited the tunnel. The figure approaching him was not at all what he had been led to expect. Rather than a strong, militaristic figure, he was presented with a short and rather rotund man. His clothing choices at least fit their correspondence, consisting largely of worn leather and mismatched bits of armor.

“Vittamar, I presume?” Anton greeted and bowed at the waist. The overly large feather that adorned his hat dangled in front of his face and tickled his nose as he righted himself. He smoothed it back.

“Is this the fabled hospitality of the Qetran city-states? Moss and slime in the dark?” The man complained in a squeaking nasal voice that reminded Anton of someone with fingers stuffed up their nose. Another contrast to his expectations. Not that Anton was particularly surprised to find a person to be vastly different than the image in his head. 

“My apologies for the venue, but I’m sure you can understand that privacy is paramount in situations such as these. 

“Perhaps, though I’m not sure I understand the urgency of the situation.” Vittamar wheezed.

“I’m not sure how my letters were unclear…”

“You spoke of riots and a mass exodus, but I have spent several days in your city and seen none of this.”
So Vittamar had arrived early as well. Fascinating. 

“The situation is currently somewhat stabilized with the help of our city guard, but it has been a very real concern. Despite our best efforts to quell the rumors of a revived elvish empire, the word is spreading among the lowest classes and the workers are attempting to flee to this Queen Enara.” 

“You want me to help contain unarmed slaves?”

“Partially, yes. But I also want you to help me convince the other city-states to join us.”

“To unify Qetra under one banner?” Vittamar raised an eyebrow and shifted his bulk to the other foot.

“Temporarily. I believe our objectives to be easily aligned.” Anton nodded, “Sevandil has taken the position of savior among the other cities that succumbed to the Black Army’s magic. They provide food and healing, and are helping to rebuild lost infrastructure, but have no remorse for stealing their workforce. It appears that the objective of the Black Army was to free elvish slaves and servants. They were very successful, but in doing so have crippled most of Qetra. There are even rumors that Adrai was fully destroyed.”

“I know of Adrai.” He grunted, “You wish to eliminate the problem at the source.”

“Exactly. With your help, we can field an army capable of taking down the burgeoning Elvish Empire.”




Vittamar’s eyes fell to the floor and he began pacing. Anton watched as the squat man mulled over his proposition, content with silence for the moment. Silence meant that Vittamar was at least considering the possibility and consideration was better than outright dismissal. 




It had been more than two millennia since the Qetran cities had joined forces, and persuading them to do so again was an irrefutably bold move, not to mention a monumental task. Which was why Anton needed help.

“You ask much and the services of my men do not come freely.” Vittamar broke the silence.

“Name your price.” Anton’s chest tightened. The next few words shared in this dank hole filled with muck could change Qetra.

“Arms, armor, food, drink, and lodgings for my men and first pick of the spoils.” Vittamar’s dark eyes reflected the light of the lamps in a way that made them appear as though they were themselves on fire. It was an unsettling sight to Anton, and he suddenly felt as though he were making a deal with one of the demons spoken of in children’s stories.

“How many men?” He broke eye contact and began to pace his own path on the slimy cistern floor.

“Ten Thousand. More if you need them.”

“Done.” Anton stopped and thrust his hand toward the other man. 

“When do we start?” Vittamar asked, staring at Anton’s outstretched arm.

“Soon.”

“Good. I’ll send for the first wave of my men. We’ll be ready.” Vittamar grasped Anton’s hand and gave it a hearty shake, nearly tearing his shoulder from its socket. 

He was stronger than he looked. Or sounded for that matter. It took a concerted effort for Anton not to shake off the pain of the man’s grip as he took back his hand. 

“I’ll be in touch,” he muttered.




Anton turned on his heel and left by a different tunnel than the one he had entered through. They might be partners, but he still had no reason to trust the man.




Not yet. 




Ridstin had originally been about half the size it was now, with the palace at the center and a circular ring wall on the perimeter. Centuries ago, it had been expanded into a teardrop shape, and a lighthouse was placed at the narrow end along with a military fort, and the harbor district fanned out to each side of the point. The section of the ring wall that fell inside the new walls had slowly been demolished or removed, as the people had salvaged stones to use in new construction. What remained was a scattered handful of sections roughly marking a curved line between districts.




Anton exited the tunnel system through an entrance hidden in one of the remaining sections of the old wall. It opened on a long-forgotten dead-end alley behind a line of townhouses. There were rarely people here, which made it a perfect way to exit the tunnels beneath the city. He withdrew an iron key from a pouch at his waist and unlocked the back door of the third townhouse in the row. 




It was a plain structure, perfectly matched to its neighbors in such a way as to be largely ignored. He had purchased the building more than a year before as a venue for his more private activities. If he wished to remain unnoticed, he came here.




There was no need to light the lamps; he wouldn’t be here that long, and Anton knew the building well enough as not to need them. He climbed the stairs and opened a trunk on the second floor. He withdrew a clean doublet and hose as well as a set of soft leather boots that remained untainted by the slime that filled the tunnels. He traded his feathered hat for a nearly identical one and belted his rapier around his waist before he locked the door and set off once again. 




Internally, Anton was both confident in his plan and unsettled by it. What he was doing could be construed as treason, but that was nothing new. His activities often danced on the knife edge of disaster, and he was accustomed to such things. What bothered him was Vittamar. The squat man had agreed to the plan all too easily, committing an army with barely a blink.




Providing for such a force would be a monumental task but that was not Anton’s problem. There were others to oversee such things, and they answered to him. Working Vittamar’s men into the other cities and convincing them would be the most difficult part of the plan. He would just have to appeal to their pride and point out that it was their own slaves who played the benevolent master by providing aid. If they hadn’t noticed it yet, they would, and that knowledge was bound to make them angry. 




Anger was the real goal. If the people were angry enough Anton could provide a means of revenge and it would be accepted without question and his real goal—wiping Sevandil from the map—could proceed unwittingly bolstered by every free city in Qetra. 




Anton smiled. The pieces were moving, albeit slowly. The pace was of little concern to him, though. He prided himself on being a patient man. 




He approached the palace gate confidently, as though he were the Governor himself, and the guards let him through without question. They knew him well, and he paid them handsomely for their discretion. 




The palace grounds were large. A second, smaller ring wall separated them from the rabble, and ornate gardens separated the wall from the palace. Paths covered in crushed shells laced the gardens. The path from the gate was particularly wide and ran spear-straight to the front entrance. His boots crunched on the shells with a sound like broken pottery as he covered the nearly quarter mile and entered the palace. 




His office was in a distant corner of the second floor, but that was not his immediate destination. Rather than take the stairs that faced the main doors, he turned to the left and circled around them, and knocked at the door to Governor Crispin’s study. 

“Enter,” a voice called from inside. 
Anton twisted the polished handle and pushed the door open. The room that greeted him was a study in excess. Every surface that wasn’t adorned with dark wood paneling or polished stone was painted with frescoes or gilded. Crispin sat behind a carved desk large enough to be a dining table for a dozen people. The governor was a large man, standing a head taller than most, his frame covered in lean muscle, toned by years of training, but even he looked small behind the behemoth slab of polished wood.

“Anton. Just the man I wished to see.” Governor Crispin dipped his head as Anton bowed, “Have you met my guest, Lord Vittamar?”
Anton’s heart leaped into his throat, and his chest tightened as he did everything in his power not to react. The little man he had just purchased a secret army from emerged from one of several high-backed chairs that faced the desk. 

“I have not. A pleasure, Lord.” Anton bowed again. 

“The pleasure is mine.” Vittamar dipped his head and returned to his seat. 

“Lord Vittamar has traveled from far across the sea. He is requesting to dock a fleet of ships in our waters for repairs before continuing on his journey.” Crispin explained.

“Is that so? I’m sure our shipyards can handle whatever he may need.”
Crispin laughed.

“That’s exactly what I said! We must welcome weary travelers, or else we are no different than the elvish dogs.” He laughed again and turned to Vittamar, “Qetra has been plagued by dissenting groups of late. They think themselves to be wolves, but are naught but mangy dogs to be killed and sold in the markets.”

“Mangy dogs are a specialty of my people.” Vittamar smiled and raised a glass that swirled with amber spirit.

“That is good! I do not doubt that you will encounter them in your travels. They seem to spread faster than fire on the plains! I have no idea how they do it, but they appear in an instant and are gone.”




Anton nervously rubbed his thumb over the pommel of his rapier. He did not like how this conversation was going. Vittamar had no business with the Governor, but here he was. He had to be playing some angle that Anton was not aware of, but no matter how he scrambled to find it, he came up empty-handed. There was no way he just needed a place to repair his ships. 




No, Vittamar—Anton doubted that he was actually a Lord—had ulterior motives. Their specifics remained to be seen. 

“If I may speak with you, Governor, privately?” Anton ventured. 

“I was just leaving,” Vittamar squeaked, “I’m sure you have much more important matters than I to discuss. Governor, it was a pleasure.”

“Of course, Lord Vittamar. Request an escort to the shipyard from one of my guards, and they will show you the way.” Crispin stood as Vittamar left the study and directed Anton to a chair once the door had closed.

“What is it, Anton?”

“I need a ship and a crew that can keep their mouths shut. The faster the better.” He didn’t see any point in dancing around the matter.

“Going somewhere?” Crispin raised his eyebrows. 

“Yes.”

“Anton.”

“Governor,” Anton countered, “You have told me before that you do not wish to know how I do things. This falls solidly into that category.”

“I did not ask how you are doing it, but I would like to know what it is.” Crispin shifted in his chair and leaned forward to rest his elbows on the desk.

“I am putting together a hunting party,” Anton sighed.

“Very well. Take my ship. The crew knows not to talk.”

“Thank you, Governor.” Anton stood and bowed.

“Don’t do anything stupid?”

“Never,” Anton smiled and left the study.
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Tiarsus entered the gate room well before dawn ready to return to Adrai. Usually, the cluster of arcane gateways was a flurry of activity, but it was oddly quiet this morning. That’s not to say that it was deserted—it was actually more crowded than usual—but the people gathered there stood quietly as Master Edoneus addressed them. Tiarsus stopped at the rear of the crowd and listened in, curious as to what was happening.

“…vessels will potentially be in need of refitting before they can be shuttled to Prossa and beyond. That is your task today. You will be assigned a boat, you will assess its seaworthiness, and make any repairs necessary. The journey to Prossa will take approximately five days and you will return here via the gate there.” The wizard droned on for several more minutes, but Tiarsus got the gist of it.




These people must be the transport crews for the fishing boats he had mentioned. Initially, Tiarsus was surprised that Edoneus had found this many qualified sailors so quickly but decided that Edoneus had likely anticipated the problem and located a number of people capable of handling a boat.




Edoneus finished his speech and the group started to break up. As Tiarsus started toward the gate that would return him to Prossa, Edoneus waved him over. 

“Enara sent this over for you.” He pulled a sealed letter from his sleeve and handed it over.

“What is it?” Tiarsus inspected the white wax seal on the folded parchment.

“How should I know? It’s for you and it’s sealed.” Edoneus waved his hand as if to dismiss Tiarsus, but stayed in place.
Tiarsus slid his thumb under the wax and unfolded the parchment. Inside was a short note in Enara’s own hand. His eyes skimmed over the ink and he refolded the note.

“Well?” Edoneus asked with uncharacteristic interest, “What is it?”

“Enara wants me to salvage the ships in Adrai.”

“Salvage? As in dismantle?”

“Salvage as in repair and refit. We’re forming a fleet.”

“A fleet?” Edoneus laughed. It was a cold laugh, filled with cynicism and empty of mirth, “That’s ridiculous.”

“I don’t think so.” Tiarsus countered, “But it seems that what you think doesn’t matter. The queen has ordered it.”
Edoneus’ expression darkened and he visibly stiffened. The wizard grunted and stalked away. Tiarsus shook his head as he watched the man leave, then turned and stepped through the gate.




He emerged from the gate on the southern side of Adrai and immediately set off through the city toward the port. Rather than use the main gate, he followed smaller side streets to the sea wall that separated the docks from the city proper and slipped through a narrow opening in the wall just large enough for two people. 

“Does your offer still stand?” A woman’s voice called out behind him.
Tiarsus spun toward the voice. Lyrei pushed herself away from the sea wall and stepped out of the shadows. 

“What offer would that be?” He questioned, relaxing a little once he realized who he was speaking to. Lyrei stepped closer, a teasing smile on her face.

“You once asked me to come with you, be your first mate.”

“That was nearly twenty years ago.”

“Does that matter? Really?” Lyrei cocked her hips to one side and raised her eyebrows.

“I suppose not.” He shook his head, “At least, not if you don’t want it to matter.” Was she suggesting what he thought she was suggesting? He had made that offer. During their voyage from Volis to Tualan, he had grown fond of her; at the time, it was his way of asking her to stay. 

“Did you understand what that offer meant to me then?”

“I did,” She nodded and stepped even closer, so close that their chests nearly touched. Tiarsus could feel her breath as it brushed past his neck. Chills washed over his skin despite the coastal heat. He swallowed the lump in his throat.

“D…do you understand that it would mean even more now?”

“I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.” She whispered.
Tiarsus reached out and brushed a stray strand of strawberry blonde hair from her face. Her skin was smooth and warm, almost hot, against his fingers. He was surprised to find them damp as he gingerly traced her jaw. Wet lines traced their way from the corners of Lyrei’s eyes to disappear under her chin. How had he missed that she was crying? 




He raised his hands and cradled her face between them as she stared up into his eyes. Tiarsus’ mind was screaming at him to stop, but the objections went unheeded. He was listening to his heart as it pounded in his ears and the tension in his chest begged for release. He leaned in and gently brushed his lips against hers, hoping that her reaction would be what he hoped for. He felt Lyrei tense at the contact and pull back slightly. 




He paused, trying to judge her reaction, but no sooner did he withdraw than she pulled him back in. Her body pressed tightly into his as she poured energy into ferociously kissing him. The tension in his chest dissolved, replaced by elation and relief.




Several moments later, they separated, red-faced and giddy. 

“Well, I…uh, I guess that answers that.” Tiarsus stammered, brushing his fingers through his mussed hair. Lyrei smiled and intently studied the stones beneath her boots. “Welcome aboard.”




The pair walked hand in hand down the main quay toward the row of fishing boats.

“How did you know I would use the smaller gate?” Tiarsus asked.

“Just a hunch.”

“Right,” Tiarsus laughed, “And did this hunch also somehow include that I’m going to be refitting some of these ships?”

“It may have. I did deliver that message.”

“Of course you did.”




Tiarsus and Lyrei found a crowd of workers gathered around the center quay, several of whom he recognized from the meeting in the gate room. The man he had talked to the evening before spotted him and walked over. 

“Captain,” he dipped his head, “Word is we’re supposed to be refitting these fishing boats today. We could use your guidance.”

“That’s the plan, but I have something else I need to take care of. How would you feel about taking the lead on the fishing boats?” Tiarsus gestured at the quay.

“Assess, repair, and refit?”

“Exactly.”

“As ordered, sir.”

“Perfect. Find me if you need anything.” Tiarsus clapped the man on the shoulder and continued along the docks. The old sailor returned to the crowd and began barking orders.

“When did you learn to delegate?” Lyrei playfully elbowed him in the ribs.

“I’m needed elsewhere today. It is necessary.”

“Whatever you say, Admiral.” Lyrei sketched a salute and laughed.
He had loved her laugh since the first time he had heard it all those years ago. It was bright and musical, with just a hint of mischief. Her daughter had inherited it and each time he heard it, it stirred something in his chest. Some memory or forgotten longing.

“How do you know that?” He questioned. He hadn’t told anyone about the promotion.

“A woman has her ways.”

“It was sealed.” He furrowed his brows in confusion.

“I did my part well then.”

“It would seem that you did.”

“So why did you suggest that Enara claim the ships for Sevandil?”

“Between us, it was partially selfish, though I do think some level of naval presence would be wise,” Tiarsus explained as they continued walking toward the end of the quay.

“Says the sailor, but how is that selfish?”

“I’ll show you.” Tiarsus led them to the last ship in the line and stopped. Nothing had changed from the evening before—it was still in the worst condition of them all—but the paint looked a little brighter and the repairs seemed less hopeless somehow. Maybe it was the light or perhaps his mood played some role. Perhaps it was the knowledge that he could save the vessel, but whatever the cause, Tiarsus smiled as he looked over the listing hulk. “This is why it’s selfish.”

“That thing?” Lyrei crinkled her nose, “It’s beyond hope.”

“That is the Bondless. This ship was once and is once again mine. I lost it to mutiny and ended up in prison. Years later, it was returned to me by Nylathria before her cause grew past need of it and it was sold. Now, it will be the flagship of Sevandil.”

“Why this ship? Aside from your attachment.”

“There is nothing faster in Qetran waters. The Bondless is one of a kind. Not to mention the thousands of slaves it helped free under my command. Poetic, don’t you think?”

“In a way, I suppose it is.” Lyrei gave the ship a second, more appreciative look, “It will take a lot to repair her.”

“That is why today, we will be assessing the damage. If you’re willing to help?”

“Of course. Where do we start?”
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Despite the magically stabilized weather in Sevandil and the near-endless sun it provided, Dravos’s days were not as bright as they used to be. Without Berylis, he went through his days in a world drained of color and joy. Food, one of his lifelong pleasures, turned to ash in his mouth and even drink did nothing to raise his spirits.




He had never thought himself to be someone whose whole life could revolve around a single person’s presence—or absence—but here he was. On some level, he was glad to be proven wrong, but the pain was nearly overpowering. Every idle moment was filled with anger and gnawing pain in his chest. 




Which was why the academy project moved forward as quickly as it did. His work was a welcome distraction. Today, the site of the former military camp on the outskirts of Sevandil was buzzing with activity as crews of workers began clearing the way for construction. 




This was the first real construction project since Sevandil had been restored and no shortage of workers had turned up, ready and eager to help. They buzzed over the site like ants, wielding shovels and picks to bend the land to their will. Dravos had given explicit instructions not to cut or remove any of the ancient trees that dotted the site, but rather to build around them, as had been done in most of Sevandil, and was glad not to see any saws or axes.




He spent most of his day moving from crew to crew offering encouragement or direction as needed. The most common problem he encountered was a crew digging in the wrong place. It was never that far off, but precise measurements were difficult without a proper survey of the area. 




He was in the middle of helping a crew remove a large rock from one of the excavations when he saw Gremar watching from the shade of a nearby tree. The minotaur’s arms were crossed—as were his legs—though his face remained impassive. Even slouched against a tree, he was massive, and his curling horns brushed the lower foliage that hung above him.




The heavy stone rocked back against his arms, pulling his attention back to the task at hand.

“One more, boys, heave!” He called, putting all the strength of his legs and shoulder into the stone. A split second later he felt the others add their strength to his own, grunts of effort sounded all around him and the boulder began to move. It rolled over and he adjusted his grip for one last heave over the lip of what would eventually be the foundation of a barracks.

“Push!” He called again and pressed into the stone. It seemed to double in weight for a moment, then slid away from his grip as it flopped over the edge.




Dravos straightened, heaving and slicked with sweat, and walked over to where Gremar stood. 

“I got your papers the other day.” Dravos said, “You’ve got some good ideas.”

“This is a massive project,” Gremar’s bass rumbled and Dravos thought that he felt more than heard the minotaur’s words., “Hopefully something there helps you.”

“I appreciate it but I have a feeling that’s not why you’re here.” Dravos nodded and slid to the ground beneath Gremar’s tree.

“No, though it is nice to see you friend. Life has gotten busy.”

“It really has. Nothing like when we were on the road, eh?” Dravos chuckled, “A lot has changed.”

“More is about to change. I have a report from Ahsera’s scouts.” Gremar changed the subject, “One of my people’s clans is approaching the valley from the south.”

“Any idea which clan?” Dravos questioned, “We met your father north of Prossa. He seems an interesting person.”

“We have not spoken since I left,” Gremar grunted, “Perhaps it is my own clan, but I don’t know for sure yet.”

“How long until they arrive?” Dravos nodded. He knew some of the situation surrounding Gremar’s banishment and would have liked to know more but it did not seem right to pry. If he wanted to talk, he would.

“Three, maybe four days.”

“Does Enara know?” Dravos marked a dot on the map of Qetra that appeared in his mind. 

“I’m on my way to her now.” Gremar straightened. 

“Good. She should know. I doubt it will pose a problem, but it’s better that we’re not surprised.”

“My thoughts exactly.” The minotaur stretched and his horns caused a rain of small leaves to fall from the branches.

“Did you need anything? A few more men?” Dravos asked.

“I’ll know for sure once they are closer.”

“Of course, all you have to do is ask, friend.”
Gremar nodded and set off toward the spire at an easy lope, his stride was easily double that of a normal-sized person and Dravos would have had to jog to keep up. 




Minotaurs were on their way to Sevandil. Dravos was not entirely surprised since Enara had offered them her hospitality, but the clans were traditionally very proud and rarely accepted help from other clans, let alone outsiders. For them to come here meant that something stronger than their pride was forcing them to move. What that could be was lost to him though, and he shook off the thought.




Other than providing support if Gremar needed it though, it was no longer Dravos’ problem. He had resigned as Chancellor. Let someone else handle the politics. He was busy enough with the academy. 

* * *

Enara poured over the stack of parchments layered atop her desk, reading and discarding them one at a time. If something required further action she added it to a growing pile in one corner, but otherwise, the document joined the others scattered about her chair. A warm late afternoon breeze blew in through the open balcony door, and the curtains rustled gently. Thalen lounged in a chair nearby, sipping on a cup of steaming kaffe.

“Are you sure that’s what it says?” He asked.

“Do you want to read it for yourself? Here you go.” She held out the parchment. 

“No, I’m good, it just seems odd is all. Hard to believe.”

“I’ve read it six times and it still says the same thing. Do you see any reason not to trust the centaurs?”

“I reserve judgment. They’re still a myth to me. You’re the one that met them.” Thalen shrugged and shifted to a more upright position in his chair, careful not to spill his drink.

“Dravos and Ratha met them too.” She corrected. “And Angos was there. He saw them too.”

“I don’t doubt you saying they’re real, I just can’t personally make a call as to their trustworthiness. That’s all I’m saying.”

“You’re a pain.” Enara goaded.

“As are you, Your Grace, with all respect.” Thalen dipped his head and sketched a bow, though he was still seated. “Where is Angos anyway?”

“He set off to the east a few days ago for something called ‘the great hunt’. He’ll be back in a week or so.” Enara sipped her own drink and laid the report aside.

“What’s that?”

“I think it has something to do with making baby wyverns but I didn’t ask. He said it was important, and that’s enough for me.” Enara shrugged.




A knock sounded at the door to her study and Enara and Thalen both sat up. 

“Enter.” She called.




The door opened and a girl entered. She was maybe ten or twelve with scruffy cinnamon colored hair. A messenger. She bowed and presented a rolled parchment to Enara.

“Word from the southern rangers, Your Grace.”

“Thank you.” She nodded and unrolled the parchment. The girl bowed again and left. 

“What does it say?” Thalen asked.




Enara was about to answer when another knock sounded.

“Enter.” She called, still studying the report. Gremar ducked through the door and shut it behind him.

“Your Grace.” Gremar rumbled, “I have a report from the Southern Rangers.”

“I’ve heard. Ahsera sent a runner.”

“Of course. It seems I am too late.”

“No it is good that you’re here. What do you know of this?” Enara gestured to the report in her hand and turned to the minotaur.

“What’s going on?” Thalen repeated.

“A minotaur clan is approaching the southern valley.” Gremar replied, “Though we don’t know which clan just yet.”

“This says they’re three or four days out from Sevandil.”

“That’s right.” Gremar confirmed the report with a nod, his horns bobbing precariously over his head.

“At that distance, there’s a lot of places they could go. Are we sure they’re coming here?” Thalen stood and walked over to the desk. 




Enara pulled a rolled map from the shelves that lined her study and laid it out on the table.

“Where about would that put them?” She pointed at a spot well south of the mountain valley that led to Sevandil, “Around here?”

“Roughly. Perhaps a bit further.” Gremar touched another spot on the map, a bit below the one that Enara had indicated.

“So far south?” Thalen questioned.

“My people can cover much ground when need drives them.”

“Your clan was camped north of Prossa a few weeks ago,” Enara mentioned. 

“So I’ve been told.”

“We’re almost directly north. Could they be the ones moving north? I did offer them our hospitality.”

“First the centaurs and now minotaurs? Why not just invite the whole of Qetra for kaffe?” Thalen threw up his hands and paced away.

“They could have killed us, Thalen, as easily as you slay a deer, but they shared their feast with us instead. It only felt right to offer the same welcome.”

“A wise decision. Hospitality is currency among the clans.” Gremar said, “What is this about centaurs?”

“I’ve had a report from the north stating that there have been raiding parties along the northern coast.” She tapped at the parchment which included a sketch of a menacing-looking ship.

“Any idea who it is?” Gremar asked.

“Nothing solid, just that their ships have black sails with a white slash. They raid villages and towns then disappear.”




Gremar nodded and grunted. 

“I have seen these ships before,” Germar pointed at the report, “They are the worst sort of pirates and brigands.”

“They seem too organized for random bandits.” Thalen argued, “Synchronized attacks across multiple targets? The speed and coordination is impressive.”

“They do not hail from Qetra.” Gremar answered, “But I do not know where they come from.” 

“Why would Volis or Ridstin tolerate a foreign fleet preying on their waters?” Enara frowned and sat back down.

“In the time of the Qetran Navy, it was not tolerated. Now though, there is no naval force large enough to stop them.” Gremar shrugged.  

“And the cities are too weak to put up a fight right now.” Enara agreed.

“That’s a good point,” Thalen nodded, “So we have a band of mysterious pirates that see Qetra as weak and are taking advantage.”

“Essentially.” Enara sighed heavily and slouched over her desk.

“What should we do? Is there anything we can do?” Thalen leaned on the corner of Enara’s desk and sipped at his drink.

“We don’t have a fleet—not yet— so we can’t do much about the pirates. I’ll send word to the centaurs to be cautious and remind them that they are welcome here.” She shrugged. Tiarsus’ idea of forming a fleet suddenly felt relevant to Sevandil, and she was glad for the decision she had made earlier.

“And the minotaur clan approaching from the south?” Gremar asked.

“I’ll meet them at the entrance of the valley. See who they are and what their intentions are. If it is your clan,” She gestured at Gremar, “They are welcome here. If not,  a meeting is in order before I allow them entrance.”

“A wise decision.” Gremar bobbed his head in agreement.

“Then that is settled.” Enara nodded confirmation, “Inform me when the clan approaches the valley.”

“As you command.” Gremar bowed and left the room. 




With Gremar gone, Enara grabbed her cup of kaffe and slouched back in her chair, nursing the beverage.

“You don’t have to go personally, you know,” Thalen said as he returned to his chair by the window. 

“I know. "

“You could send Ahsera or Gremar.” He continued.

“Ahsera is on patrol,” Enara answered, with a frustrated sigh. “And sending an exiled minotaur as an envoy to a minotaur clan that may or may not be the very same clan that exiled him—a clan led by his own father, I might add— seems a poor choice of first impression.”

“Oof. Yeah, good point.” Thalen winced, “I didn’t think about that.”

“I’d rather just handle it myself than have it start a conflict.”

“Okay, you win. I hadn’t considered that, but I get it now.” Thalen held up his hands in surrender, one of them still entangled with the handle of his mug.

“It won’t take long to get there. It’ll be fine…”

“Is that a question?”

“No. Maybe,” Enara stammered, “I don’t know. That’s just the thing, though, I don’t know. I don’t know enough about minotaurs to make a judgment call. What if I misread something or misspeak and offend them?”

“Perhaps it would be wise to ask.” Thalen offered as though it were the plainest solution in the world.

“Right, because you know so much about minotaurs!” She scoffed and rolled her eyes.

“Not me.” Thalen snapped and gestured at the door.

“Oh,” Enara breathed, realization slapping her across the face, “Gremar.”

“Figure that out on your own, did you?” Thalen raised his eyebrows as he stood.

“Damn you, Thalen! You know how stressed I am.” Enara playfully threw her ink blotter at him. It bounced off of his chest to land in his open palm.

“I know.” Thalen placed the blotter on her desk and rounded the corner. He slid behind the chair and began massaging her shoulders.

“I take it you’re a bit lost without Dravos around? You seem frustrated.” Thalen asked.

“Not really lost, but I do miss him. I didn’t realize how much he actually did as chancellor.”

“Have you thought about who you want to replace him?”

“I wasn’t really planning to.” Enara shook her head, eyes closed.

“You should. You need the help. A lot of these,” Thalen gestured at the table, “are the small things that you don’t really need to be worrying about.”

“I know. I just don’t know who to ask. Everyone I think of is already busy somewhere else.”

“You’ll think of something. Maybe ask the council?” 

“Yeah, maybe.”
Enara moaned as his hands worked the tension from her muscles. They had been aching for days. Thalen leaned over, his upside-down face sliding into view above her.

“You’ve been busy and had a lot going on. It’s a lot to handle.” Thalen leaned closer and whispered, mere inches above her face, “Maybe you need a break?”

“Mmm,” Enara closed her eyes, “Any idea how to relax? I’ve been failing recently.”

“I might know of a few things.” Thalen leaned closer. 
Enara could feel his breath on her face, alternately hot and cold. Chills ran up her arms as the hairs stood up. She lifted her head just enough to brush the tip of his nose with her lips.

“Show me.” She whispered.
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  Shadow & Flame

  
  




Governor Crispin’s ship was kept crewed and provisioned at all times and it took only a couple of hours for the Emmisary’s Repast to set sail. It was a new vessel—completed the previous summer—that upon first glance was merely a rich man’s plaything. Every inch of the hull had been painted in a patchwork of bright colors and the sails were dyed a rich gold. Beyond its surface appearance though, it was actually a luxurious diplomatic vessel that had been outfitted for war. 


Emmisary’s Repast was not the soft target that looks would suggest. The hull had been built with a double layer of timbers for strength and rigidity. Hatches along her gunwales fell open to reveal ballistae, and the crewmen were all handpicked fighting men. 




Anton stood against the railing on the port side of the ship and watched as Ridstin faded into the distance.  The evening was calm, cool, and clear as the sun painted the horizon in shades of purple and gold. 

“I must know where we’re going, M’Lord.” The captain bowed an arm’s length away. 

“Volis.” Anton replied though he didn’t bother to turn, “We’re going to Volis.”

“Yes, M’Lord,” The captain bowed again and turned to return to the helm. 

“Captain, one more thing if you please?” Anton turned and the captain paused, “I am not a lord, least of all yours. ‘Sir’ will suffice.”

“Yes, Sir.”




Volis was the last place that Anton wanted to go at the moment, but he needed to. Vittamar was clearly playing a long game and Anton needed to get in front of him. That meant taking action. For all he knew, that squeaky bastard had already been to Volis to grease palms and ingratiate himself to the locals. Frankly, it would be a surprise if he hadn’t, though not much was a surprise anymore. 




That a simple pirate had managed to put him on the back foot worried Anton. He prided himself on knowing everything that happened in Ridstin—everything of significance anyway—but something about his new business partner made him feel he was forgetting something vital. He had already been surprised once today, and surprises were the one thing he hated most in the world. 




The whims of weather proved favorable and six days later, the Emmisary’s Repast slid into port beneath the towering cliff wall of Volis. Crewmen tossed ropes to waiting dock hands who deftly tied them off and the vessel came to a stop with a gentle bump. Anton climbed down from the command deck and disembarked. 




The harbor district of Volis sat on a wide stone shelf at the bottom of a towering cliff. Warehouses and other utility buildings—even a tavern or two—lined the base of the cliff and stone walls lined the top of it. People were everywhere, moving goods from one place to another. Most were human, which was a jarring difference from every other time he had been to Volis, and the few elves he saw not only lacked collars but appeared to be in charge. 




Anton shook his head in disgust at the perversion of society and adjusted the rapier on his hip.  

“Provision the ship and be ready to sail upon my return.” Anton barked at the Captain who bowed sharply and disappeared behind the starboard rail.




He set off through the steady flow of traffic and worked his way to the massive ramp that curved across the face of the cliff. A gate pierced the wall at the top of the ramp and opened into a large plaza. 
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