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The Truths of the World
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-

Three races of man separated by the ages;

The high, the Lae Velsanans;

the numerous common-men of the middling nations;

and the lowly Saldaens.

-
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Three branches of magic, each with a league to control them;

Mind, governed by the women of the forbidden Sisterhood;

Soul, wielded by the priesthoods of the faiths;

and Heart, regulated by the Cabal of Mages.

-

[image: ]


Three realms of existence;

Ours of soil;

the Celestial of souls, gods, and magic;

and the Elemental.

-
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Three stages of godhood;

Avatars, seeds within mortal shells;

the New-Born, awakened gods upon our world;

and the Elevated, those matured and raptured to the next.

-
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And all in a world forged by the goddess, Life,

in partnership with her husband, Death.

Yet now they are estranged and waging divine war,

a war that promises doom for us all.
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Maps: The City-State of Ossard
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Maps: Northern Dormetia (west)
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Maps: Northern Dormetia (east)
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Maps: Ossard & The Northcountry
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Fletland & The Ruins (Kalraith)
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A Prelude In Two Parts
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Part I: The Horn Of Ansilsae

-
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Yamere, The Core, The Fifth And Final Dominon of Lae Wair-Rae.

Forwao the Chronicle stepped into the chilly chaos of the vortex, its opening woven of everything celestial – raw magic and the souls of both the living and dead. When he emerged from its dark, blue-streaked and swirling mouth, his first boot found not just the refined grandeur of the Lae Velsanan capital but also the Fifth and Final Dominion’s most important pillar-tower. He had arrived on the grounds of the Pasinotis, home of the Most High Royal Household.

This was the very heart of the grand and glorious Lae Velsanan reality. 

He’d alighted on the main tower’s broad roof and now stood in its famed roof garden, where elemental magic protected the space from wind and let the green oasis prosper over three hundred paces above the pillar-city’s streets. From the roof’s confines of marble paved walkways, raised garden beds, hedges, small groves and ponds, a fortunate guest could look down upon the lake-crossing metropolis to see roads and bridges joining smaller, tower-studded islets that formed something resembling a god's creation of divine lacework. 

Today, in all of Dormetia, and even the wider world of Unae, the pillar-city of Yamere stood with no peer.

The contrast from where he’d just come couldn't have been more stark – from the Heletians’ rough and archaic hand-worked city of stone and wood, their Holy Baimiopia, to the elemental lines of towering and magnificent Yamere. 

One city was of a darker mindset, marked by ignorance, fear and mortality, reeking of death and racing time. However, this monumental city was towered in knowledge and enriched in refinement and pride. Also, if Forwao was to be honest, it was permeated with arrogance, a characteristic having its own stench as ripe as any un-sewered slum found in even the most depraved of the Heletian League’s teeming cities. 

Despite such thoughts, perhaps born of a whimsy brought on by the vertigo-inducing celestial passage, Forwao knew High King Caemarou waited nearby. He, the Chronicle, was to arrive at sunrise.

Forwao planted both his boots on the roof garden’s marble under the new day’s growing light. The sun was only moments away from cresting the eastern horizon. 

He took a deep breath as he refocussed, the chill of the vortex ebbing at his back just as the drifting vapours haunting the portal’s dark mouth faded. With a nod to himself and a handful of passed heartbeats since his arrival, he was ready.

It was time to get on with his duties. 

The Chronicle began to stride forward.

The path ran ahead, branching off to other rooftop garden rooms that filled the tower’s levelled peak. He didn’t veer. Forwao needed only go forward this morning to deliver his news. 

And then witness what would be set in motion.

A small dais sat where the path broadened at its end, presenting the beautifully carved and upholstered throne of rosewood and red leather that held its royal load – High King Caemarou. The sovereign waited with a long and expectant face, his piercing grey eyes watching, with his dark hair falling to his shoulders under a golden circlet, and his lean body robed in gold and deep blue.

Two majestic golden oaks flanked the dais. The spreading trees would normally shade the space, but now, as the sun began to crest on the horizon, their yellow leaves only hosted slanting rays at the tops of their crowns. 

Three advisors stood beside the dais, on the High King’s left. Despite how they tried to hide it with facades of grim anticipation, the silk clad coterie looked tired and even a little bored. 

Forwao suppressed a smile as he looked at them, fops and sycophants all. They must be endured because of family connections, blood alliances and debts. 

Even the Fifth and Final Dominion’s High King could owe monies. 

At the High King’s other side stood a line-up of real power – High Queen Caree, once of House Jenn and aunt of the young naval officer, Felmaradis; the ancient mage Lae Corster, the head of the Lae Wair-Rae branch of the Cabal of Mages; and the head of the Kinreda, the Five Faiths of the Lae Velsanans. This was the true might of the Dominion, its institutional power. 

And today, the High King would wield his authority and exercise that power in a way the world only witnessed a few times a century. 

At the marble's edge, beyond the advisors, spread a dozen attendants and an honour guard of six of the Lae Velsanans’ own celestially capable knighted priests, the Silvan Guard. These guardsmen stood tall, armed and armoured, their burnished mail dark but highlighted where it gathered the growing light of the new day. The guards exuded a magnetic presence with their powerful physiques but also something much more menacing, as if their souls and celestial talents tugged at the very fabric of the world.

Between two of them was a long and ancient wooden chest, carved and worn. Within lay the means to unleash doom, one that had already wasted a hundred cities, few since re-built, but most abandoned and all but forgotten. 

And today, perhaps, Ossard would be added to that litany.

Forwao approached, all eyes on him as he neared. He came to a stop five paces away from the High King, looking up to meet his gaze as the cresting sun’s rich light crept down through the golden oaks’ crowns and into their lower branches. 

The High King didn’t wait on formality, as he knew Forwao owed his loyalty elsewhere, courtesy of his divinely appointed office. 

The Chronicle was answerable only to the gods in his task of recording history.

Contests born of arguments over whether the High King and Chronicle followed correct etiquette or not often ended in royal disappointment. Besides, the High King was anxious, for today was a day when they would put great plans into motion, plans that yet again would confirm the supremacy of the rising Fifth and Final Dominion. 

With an arch of an eyebrow, he asked, “So, Chronicle, you have been to their dour city?”

“Yes, my High King.”

Caemarou offered an impatient frown. “And?”

“My High King, they are both stunned at the turn of events in the city-state of Ossard and terrified at what it means. I spoke both to King Giovanni of Greater Baimiopia and His Most Holy Benefice Vincenzo of the Church of Baimiopia. And, I delivered your warning in the latter's Red Palace.”

Slowly, above, the dawn sunlight crept lower through the leaves of the oaks, bringing a golden glow to the meeting.

“And?”

“They listened and did not protest. They were in a state of shock and had little to say.”

“They will not interfere?”

“My High King, when I left their city, the core of their Inquisition was impaled on the city’s spires. Aside from foot soldiers, militiamen and an army of peasants, they have little else to throw at Ossard or any force you may wish to send to take the blighted city. Their only strength is raw numbers, but most of it is unskilled and undisciplined in the ways of battle.”

High King Caemarou sat back for a moment before his face came to wear a grin. Above him, the golden light of sunrise crept further down the trees’ thick limbs, finally reaching the two oaks’ huge trunks. He leaned forward and stood, and as he did, the top of his circlet shone as it met the new day’s light. 

Forwao gave a nod; it was just as he had foreseen.

The High King took a deep breath and then voiced his command, “Convene the Military Council. The time has come for them to present their favoured plans. Soon, we will be on our way to take the fallen city. Once done, we will raise it anew. Today, backed by the song of the Horn of Ansilsae, I proclaim that we will take Ossard, re-fashion it and raise it anew. I name our coming colony Lae Ossard, that is New Ossard, and declare that it will be part of the Fifth and Final Dominion!”

Those around him looked on in agreement, his High Queen giving a nod of assent, although it wasn’t required. She then called out to the attendants, “Bring forth the horn!”

Two of the attendants hurried across to the carved chest, although both of them tried to shrink away as they neared the Silvan Guards. They lifted the long chest by its iron handles and brought it forward, putting its weight down again on the marble slabs between Forwao and the foot of the High King’s dais. 

Forwao stepped back.

The High Queen commanded, “Open it.”

The attendants unlatched it and opened the heavy case, swinging the solid lid back to reveal the long silver horn within.

The horn bore fine engravings along the considerable length of the instrument, running from the narrow mouthpiece at the top then hooking sharply around, gradually widening as it ran along all three paces at a gradual bend. The silver finally found its end, but not before it curved back upwards and widened into a flare. Aside from the engraving, the horn held no decoration other than a mounted naskae, which sat in a small silver frame a third of the way along its length. 

While highly polished, small dents showed on the ancient instrument, indicating the horn had not only been stored in a sturdy case nursed by velvet but had been sounded over the churned and bloody mud of battlefields, rallying armies to unleash the horrors of war. This horn had sung out not only the passage of years or centuries, but of entire ages, calling out to sing both their beginnings and, all too often, their ends.

The Horn of Ansilsae had announced the fall of cities and the rise of dominions and cried out the last sound millions had heard at the moment of their deaths.

The High King commanded, “Captain, make it sing!”

Five Silvan Guardsmen, still and silent in their ominous magnificence, all turned in unison to face the horn but otherwise didn’t move. Instead, they watched as their captain stepped forward and went to the case. 

With unblinking eyes, the captain dropped to one knee and knelt before the instrument as he uttered a prayer to the Kinreda’s god of war, the Lady Andrasta. After a pause, with sure hands, he lifted the horn free of the velvet folds that bore its worked silver, and then stood and turned to face the High King.

The captain spoke as tradition demanded, “As commanded, I will sound the call to war.”

Caemarou nodded with a smirk on his face and a sparkle in his eyes. “Yes, I command you; announce the High King’s call!”

The captain grabbed a square of loose velvet from the case and dropped it on the marble paving. He then rested the base of the horn on the material before checking that the valve built into the frame supporting the mounted naskae, joining the soul-pearl to the horn’s long chamber, was closed. Certain it was safe, he positioned himself and brought the mouthpiece to his lips. He widened his stance and then took in a deep breath. A moment later, he began to blow and empty his lungs.

A strong and deep note rolled out to blast those in the garden and roll across the pillar-city. In the dawn's light and the early morning's quiet, the strong, low note rose as it thrummed out amongst the pillar-towers, streets and countless bridges that joined so many of the islands spreading across the city-spanning lake.

All in the roof garden turned to look out across the city to watch for the reaction. 

At first, there was little to see, other than birds scattering from trees in the roof garden, but the call continued to roll out. Soon, the long note returned to them as an echo, throbbing and rumbling as it rebounded off the city’s many towers.

The captain ended the note and took in another deep breath. After a pause, he blew again, the second of the three traditional calls.

The Garnamora Mountains rose at the back of the city – a metropolis built over and around the waters of Lake Finsalsa that lay alongside and nearly joined the adjacent sea – those nearby slopes sent the first call back as a much stronger echo, just as the second note began to roll out. 

And with it came the first of the call’s answers.

A solitary horn from the direction of The Temple of The Lady of War called out its answer first, but others joined in as the captain’s second note ran on before finally ending. His call didn’t die though. Despite him taking his lips from the silver mouthpiece, the long and loud notes fell into stronger echoes, and echoes of echoes, all reinforced by a growing chorus of answering horns.

The call to war had been heard!

The captain took another deep breath before unleashing the third and final call. As he put his lips again to the silver, more horns rose in song, no longer numbering as a few, but in the dozens.

A ball of light flared celestial blue over Andrasta’s temple. A heartbeat later, another blue light blazed on the mountaintop behind the city that hosted the Garnamora Watchtower.

The captain blew on, his lips beginning to sting and ache.

Scores more horns joined the call while other tower tops blazed with celestial light.

The captain continued blowing until he was red in the face and sweat beaded on his brow. Finally, his last note died. 

His lungs emptied, he lowered the silver neck of the horn to his side.

They all stood there to witness what had been unleashed. 

Hundreds of horns now sounded across the city, giving birth to their own chorus of echoes; their wails demonstrating the pillar-city as a maze of canyons seemingly built to repeat and amplify such a call. 

Others in the mountains and further along the nearby coast took up the note. 

The rising noise took on a life of its own, destined to spread from the city and race across all of Lae Wair-Rae’s inner provinces, as the Core took up the rallying song.

The captain of the Silvan Guard licked his numb lips, noting the taste of blood. 

Around the city, birds scattered across the sky, disturbed by the growing maelstrom of noise. 

If the roar of horns wasn’t enough, scores of others joined the first two flaring lights – signal naskae – to blaze as they burned out their energy, working to push the message further out. 

War was coming!

The naskae signals burnt pure soul-stuff, not just to accompany the crazed chorus as lit beacons, but also to let the military know that wherever its forces may be, it was to rouse and prepare. Down in the port, along the mountains’ chain of watchtowers, and at lighthouses along the coast, other signal naskae also blazed. 

Out to sea, naval ships witnessed the flaring beacons and answered with their own. 

The streets below were also beginning to fill, the buzz of growing crowds joining the great chorus of horns.

The call would travel through the day, carried across land, water and the skies. 

The signal naskae – twisted and altered soul shells – didn’t simply flare bright. They also cried out into the celestial so any who might be sensitive to that other world might also become aware of the three-fold call of light, sound and spirit. 

By sunset, all of The Core would be aware that the military had been roused. 

A grand and terrible thing had been set into motion; an action started with the purity of silver at dawn but doomed to end on a future dusk, amidst dirt, sweat and blood. 
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Part II: In The Clouds
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Ossard, The Northcountry.

Nightmares and dreams mixed with my memory of what happened on the ridge overlooking Ossard. 

I could remember little for certain of my failing above the city, where my dark hunger finally arose to overtake me. Yet I could recall every detail of Inquisitor Baltimora’s demise far away to the south, his body impaled on a spire over his faith’s most sacred city. 

Having said that, I still could remember far too much of what I’d had a hand in.

Below, in the valley, the city rose up – that stolen city, one undeniably claimed by cultist souls. They did so as the forces of the Inquisition and my husband and his volunteers fell to their counter attack. 

The deaths of so many in that bloody feint, ambush and counter-feint were too much for me to behold. So I likewise fell, but the fall for me was from my duty to Life into the calling of Death’s work. I lost control of my boiling hunger, and the frenzy of soul feeding only grew, setting me to steal away the lives of many, not simply to kill them, but to drain their souls and damn them to the nothingness of Oblivion.

With each passing heartbeat, I sunk deeper into my feeding, my elation soaring as my comprehension of my misdeed faded away. Each moment I took only more. Those about me on the ridge dropped, lifeless, as I consumed their souls, including my mother-in-law, Angela, who collapsed beside me. 

More collapsed in the city, as whole alleys and knots of fighting succumbed to my rapacious dark appetite.

No one was safe, not from me. Dozens became scores, and scores became hundreds.

Why had I ever doubted it – I was the Forsaken Lady!

Then I did one of the few things that might cause me to hesitate – I recognised the soul of Pedro as I drained it dry. My obsession with feeding was so great that I didn’t pause until so little of his soul remained that its light faltered, threatening to fail completely. 

My husband was dying! 

His body lay unconscious in the bloody streets below after he’d taken an arrow in the side and been struck on the temple by a stone from a cultist sling. Perhaps the wounds were mortal, probably in fact, but it was not those injuries, or time, that stole away any last chance he had to live – it was me. I suckled on his soul like a drunk kept parted too long from his drink. When I realised what I was doing and hesitated, there was just too little left to save.

I killed him.

The saddest part was that even though I finally paused, only to watch his life-light expire, I also drained another hundred souls during that short expanse of time.

Tasting those last sparks of my husband’s essence made me stop, letting my consciousness rise above the primal high that had me spinning so far out of control. 

Just then, the world seemed to pause with me, as if holding its breath. I could feel the cultist Lord of Ossard, Heinz Kurgar, observing me, awed at the way I downed souls by the hundreds. And further afield, in the dark void of the celestial, much larger entities also turned their attention towards me.

Who dared steal the promised souls of their followers?

But then, as that pause came to its end – whether because Kurgar was going to try to stop me or whether one of the death-addicted gods was going to lash out and extinguish me – something completely unexpected happened: The Prince’s spectral-blue hand appeared from behind me, his cupped palm covered in moonroot. He placed it at my mouth and nose to baffle my link to the celestial and stupefy my consciousness.

Suddenly, I could no longer feed, whether I wanted to or not.

I collapsed, surprised he’d come, but even more so that he’d come prepared for my soul feeding. My vision blurred as paralysis overtook me, but I heard him whisper with a broken voice, “Grae Ru.” His tone came full of sorrow, as though a burden of guilt weighed him down – guilt even heavier than my own – despite my terrible crime. 

So, as I lay on the grassy ridge top, amongst the dead, the city below fought off the invaders they had so carefully invited in and trapped. Meanwhile, in the waters before Ossard, half a dozen ships of the Black Fleet burned, wreathed in blue flames, as those nearby unfurled their dark sails and tried to escape. 

Bolts of blue fire continued to race out from the Fishing Wharves in great tumbling balls, skimming over the waves to draw steam and catch those ships still exposed. Amidst great thumping booms, bewitching celestial flames and billowing plumes of smoke soon wrapped any vessels too slow to make open water. The first of many quickly started to sink, and only a few made it clear of the sound. All that happened as dark laughter rang out – an old woman’s laughter, the chortling deep and elated as it finally found its revenge. 

I knew the voice – Grandmother.

Her maniacal laughter came accompanied by the blue flames that she cast out, the very same spectral fire that had so long ago eaten her mortal form on an Inquisition pyre. 

Meanwhile, back in the city, fires were tamed while gangs of cultists made their way through alleys and streets to make sure none of their enemies remained. By the time the first of their forces ventured out to carry their search into the vale, I also had company, if of a different and thankfully friendlier sort.

Felmaradis the Lae Velsanan.

The further I sank into the moonroot’s mire – paralysed but also partially aware – the more fantastical images that made little sense assailed me. In them, I saw myself, now abandoned by the Prince, being picked up by Felmaradis after he had somehow found me on the ridge’s spine. Those delusions showed me his face, as hard as stone but with tears escaping his eyes as he bellowed at the top of his lungs, demanding his physician urgently join him and attend to me. 

My confused vision stumbled on, sometimes wavering, but eventually found focus again as I was massaged by the wind under billowing sails. 

We cast off in a small boat, but not from the shore, instead from the hillside’s heights. Above me, the sky filled with silk as though a huge sail had somehow folded over on itself, and still bulging with gusting wind, set us free like a feather on a breeze. 

Strange sights then taxed my already confused mind. Vertigo set in as the boat rocked back and forth under those odd sails and creaking rigging, while the wind buffeted us and pushed us across the sky. Visible over the side spread not the blue of the sea, but the broader lands of the Northcountry far beneath us. 

Undeniably, we were flying.

I had seen the Northcountry from above during the recurring dream that showed me a hint of the heartwood and the Prince’s sanctuary. Now, I saw it again, but not while flying like a bird, but as a passenger rescued from Ossard, one lifted free from the ground in a boat that sailed on a gentle but steady elemental breeze. 

We rode the wind, and all the while Fel looked to me with worry in his eyes as his physician worked to aid me. 

I knew the legends: The Lae Velsanans could fly – some said their past Dominions had harnessed the skill through the power of the elements. 

Had they again?

Lost in my confusion and struggling to rise out of my paralysis, one memory from that morning stood stronger than them all. It wasn’t of Pedro dying while he asked for a blessing, nor Inquisitor Baltimora’s despair at failure, or even the knowledge that somehow I hadn’t taken my unborn son’s soul, or that I was in a boat that could sail the wind. No, what struck me most was how the Prince’s spectral palm, caked in moonroot, had been ready to steal away my hunger, paralyse me, and all but take my consciousness.

If the Prince had known I would lose control and become wild with my hunger, why had he let me go? 

Why take such a risk? 

Why let so many die, while at the same time putting me in a situation that could only result in my feeding and the strengthening of my addiction, bringing me closer in alignment to Death?

Had he wanted me to fail?
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A Third Belated Introduction
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The telling of this tale only gets harder, dredging up more memories and pain. Yet it needs to be told lest the lesson be forgotten and the world be made to live through it all again.

So my daughter tells me.

Originally, I awoke to many truths during the Fall of Ossard, when that great city-state first fell at the hands of Heinz Kurgar’s cultist conspiracy. But there was more revelation to come, most of it bitter. 

The second time the city was engulfed in chaos – besieged by an awkward alliance led by the Inquisition and its Church Loyalists, and my husband and his volunteers – I began to comprehend more of these truths. During that time, as our volunteers shed blood and fell in Ossard’s deadly streets, I also succumbed, but to the divine addiction. But there, in those moments of terrible misery, I would finally gain some real understanding of the troubles that plagued our world – and my role in banishing them. 

The knowledge bloomed alongside my certainty that the solution would be most painful.

Meanwhile, while I waged my battle with my dark hunger and fate, I could only watch from afar as Sef, Anton and the winged Dagraun woman, Matraia, walked into another war that would eventually make Ossard’s suffering pale in comparison. The once wealthy city-state of merchant princes might have burned and been besieged, but that was nothing compared to what was about to befall Kalraith and the hidden cities thus aligned to Life’s other surviving divine daughter, Dorloth. Yet my hope still prevailed, for if I was the spark to trigger what came next, then Dorloth was the striking flint. We only needed tinder. 

We pick up the story after the cultist defenders of Ossard expelled the bloody remnants of the Inquisition led force and pursued it up the Cassaro Vale. Mostly oblivious, I lay above it all, collapsed on the ridge side, where I had been overcome by a dose of moon root, the celestial-stifling herb being the only thing to stop my descent into a frenzy of soul feeding. 

Juvela
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And Hope Lives
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A Scorched Land
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Beyond the Flet Frontier, Kalraith.

The vista spreading before Sef and Anton was unbelievable – a wasted land, rugged, cracked and charred. The wide and low valley looked as though fire itself had once lived here, only to leave behind blackened stone, the substance again solid after being torched until molten. At their backs stood the edge of the woodlands, marked by traumatised trees scarred from the nearness of the catastrophe that had befallen the land ahead. Further behind lay the deep forest of Fletland’s frontier, the woods standing as a buffer between this new waste and the Flet Lakelands beyond. 

But Sef and Anton had to go forward, to cross the Varm Carga Mountains so they could reach Kalraith.

From the shade of the nearby trees came a soft voice, one rested but apprehensive all the same. “Is it time to go?”

Sef and Anton both turned and looked to Matraia, to where she stood beside a tree, the north facing bark of the ancient oak charred black, despite the burns already being seasons old. What had happened here would take more time than that to fade. None of this had been the work of normal flames; this was the ruin caused by concentrated fire drawn from the elemental world. And lots of it.

Matraia, the Dagraun lady, wore colours similar to the blasted land ahead, her clothes sporting hues of grey, black and brown that extended to her feathers, courtesy of dyes used by the Debast in order to stain her magnificent wings. 

With her wings lame, her feathered majesty was now her personal wasteland.

They all wore clothes of such colours, yet also had some cloaks of lighter white and grey hues packed. The latter matched the mountain heights and were a gift from the Debast, who used greens, greys and browns in the woods to help them move unseen.

Anton glanced at Sef before turning back to her. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“We have to,” she answered without any hesitation.

Sef said, “Well, yes, Anton and I do, but if you come with us you’ll be stuck on the ground.”

“I’ll be alright. If the need arises, I can still glide, and aside from that, you’ll need my help once you’re in Kalraith.”

The big Flet reluctantly agreed, but he pushed, “But you’ll feel crippled if stuck on the ground.” And as his words sounded, Sef couldn’t help but glance at Anton and his maimed hand.

Anton shook his head. “Well, we’re all cripples in one way or another: Me because of a few missing fingers, Matraia due to her wings being lame, and you...”

At first Sef had looked down at the beginning of the exchange, embarrassed by his gaff, but now he lifted his gaze out of curiosity. “And me?”

“Well, look at you! You’re a hulking great Flet with bright blonde hair! We should have dyed your mop darker than Matraia’s wings!”

Matraia gave a quiet laugh, a smile settling on her face despite her half hidden fears. She may have only known these two travellers a few short days, but already the tight friendship of the men had been enough to begin binding her to them. If they believed they could make it across the Varm Carga, then she believed she could too. Together, they’d all do it.

She opened her mouth to speak then stopped.

Both of them turned to her, waiting. 

With their attention on her, she decided to wade on in, giving herself to their banter, “Anton, you forgot to mention his age.” 

The former inquisitor hooted, while Sef looked at him and gave him a light punch on the shoulder before muttering, “By the Pits, I think I prefer the gargoyles!”

All of them laughed, even more so Matraia as she stepped away from the scarred trunk and hefted her pack. Behind her a small delegation of Debast emerged from the surrounding trees. 

Etha and Filli stepped forward, young Garna carried in his mother’s arms. They stopped at the edge of the woodlands, not leaving the protection of the ragged edge of the canopy. 

Garna looked around, sleepy but curious. 

Filli glanced down at him to smile and reassure him before looking up to the trio about to set out. She said, “Our colours suit you.”

Sef nodded. “Now I can see why your people are so adept at moving through the woods unseen.” 

She smiled. “The road will be hard, but they will help.” She paused before asking, “Are you sure this is the right thing to do?”

Sef and Anton exchanged glances. Neither of them knew what to expect, other than hardship, but it was a road they needed to travel for Juvela. The big Flet lifted his pack, throwing it over his shoulder before answering, “We need to go. We have to. Besides, we have Matraia to guide us – and that’s an advantage we didn’t have when we first set out.”

Matraia lifted her hand and gave Filli a reassuring pat on the shoulder. The winged woman then let her touch cross to little Garna and linger. The small Debast boy smiled. She said, “Yes, we have to go.” With concern, she then asked, “Are you sure you can deal with the Kavists back in the village?”

“They’re already being led away... First by rumours of their prey being sighted, then by a false trail. Unless you come back this way, you will not meet them again.”

Matraia nodded. “Dorloth will protect us, and with the news and hope that these men bring, she might also be able to spread her strength and cause fear to those who wield it, forcing them into retreat. Perhaps again the forces of Life will be ascendant, making the world one for the living, including little Garna.”

Anton spoke up, “We will work at it to guarantee that it comes to pass, not just for us, but for all those who come after us.” His gaze dropped to Garna, his tone determined.

With that said the Outleaguer lifted his pack and put it over his shoulder, using his maimed hand as if no injury had befallen him. He turned away from them and spoke to the wide and low wasted vale ahead. “Let’s go then, now while we still have a half-morning of sunlight ahead of us to shield us from spying gargoyles.”

Sef turned to follow, but not before looking at Etha and Filli and the other Debast that had come to see them off. “Thank you for your help.”

The Wildlings smiled, as Etha called out, “Travel safely.” Beside him, with Garna now dozing in her arms, Filli wiped at tears.

Matraia stepped away from them, her dyed wings dipping behind her as she began to turn for the blasted vale. “I have to thank you for all you’ve done. I would have died without the help you and your people gave.”

Filli gave a nod. “Just get them to Dorloth. See them safe to the other side of the mountains. Also, take care of yourself; you’re not fully healed.”

-
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The three set out and made good time, up until the coming of noon. They marched through that, only pausing to unpack some bread to break and eat as they walked, yet all the while they talked quietly and watched the skies. Above them spread a bright blue expanse marked only by a few streaks of light clouds and the looming heights of the Varm Carga on the horizon to the north. 

If there was ever a time to travel unseen by gargoyles, a race who preferred night, shadows and overcast skies, this was it. 

They had spent the previous day hidden in a sacred grotto outside Mava Royar, away from the Kavists, where they had discussed the best way to make the crossing. While they’d sheltered there, deep in the woods, the Kavist patrol that’d been hunting Sef and Anton had been led away, following a false trail of rumour, tracks, and cold campsites planted by the Wildlings.

In that grotto they’d talked of many things, not just how to avoid discovery by the gargoyles, yet Sef and Anton had been bursting with even more questions ever since. They wanted to know about the great mysteries of Kalraith, including the Dagraun. And now, as they closed on the lands of Dorloth, which began just over the mountains, such topics of conversation soon resurfaced. 

Matraia knew it was dangerous for her to join them on their trek. Sef had been right; restricted to the ground by a lame wing and burdened with some other wounds only freshly healed after her fall into the forest, she was not only out of her element, but short of full health.

She’d assured them, if need be, she could glide if she was able to launch herself from a suitable height, but that was no way for her to get home. That truth left them with the method Sef and Anton had originally planned to employ: Walking. 

Sef and Anton soon got a sense of how unused Matraia was to travelling on the ground for any length of time. As they walked through the afternoon, both of them began to wonder if she could make the journey as she began to lag. But the winged woman was determined not to slow them. Whenever she realised she was falling behind she redoubled her pace. 

Now that they were on their way, she had an urgency about her. She needed to get back to Kalraith - and with her new charges. It was as though, regardless of events in Ossard, or Sef and Anton’s concerns that tied them to that distant city and the Northcountry, she felt they had an even bigger role to play in her homeland, and one just as - if not more - pivotal.

But their passage wasn’t solely about speed. 

Matraia might slow them down, but she also had knowledge that could deliver them safely beyond the other side of the mountains, as Sef and Anton were all but ignorant of what awaited them over the mountain wall.

So, as they walked, chewing on bread, they checked the skies and talked of Kalraith’s truth. Of all of them, it was Sef who found it the hardest to grasp, as he’d been the one raised on tales of what was over the impassable mountains. “So, the great jungle basin is not just one bowl? It is broken into great vales by protruding mountain ridges, and it is not so much jungle, but a forest more in keeping with here?”

“The woods are thicker, that is true. I can see why tales of jungle exist, but it is a forest, just thicker as it is watered by as much rain as plagues Fletland and also many hot springs that are birthed in the mountains.”

Anton intruded into the conversation, bringing his more practical mind, “And Dorloth is at war with the gargoyles, so she is beaten back and away from the basin’s edges?”

“This is a war that has never stopped; instead, the borders ebb and flow. At times the whole land is ours, with exception of the mountains. At other times, like now, the edging vales are lost to us as the high mountain valleys fill with swarms of gargoyles. But through all of it, we have always held our core cities in two large central basins.”

Anton asked, “But you do lose cities, outside of this heartland?”

“Yes, sometimes, where the mountain ridges protrude into the thick woodlands, but we have always taken them back.” She looked to Sef before going on, “This is now the case. They take some of our cities and sack them, turning them into the Troiths you have heard attributed to us – huge towering structures, places of ruin mortared with meat and bone.”

Sef shook his head, his brow furrowed as his worries surfaced to hear such a thing. “Forgive me, but Juvela needs allies, not besieged friends. How bad are things in Kalraith, and please, tell us only the truth of it.”

They talked as they walked over a land crusted in blackened rock and burnt clay, where only barren streambeds, still wet from recent rain, wound through to break the devastation. Those streams often held a good flow, but their loads were murky and choked with ash. Those winding waters meandered increasingly amidst a scattering of charred tree trunks that had survived the inferno, unlike so many others that seemed to have been reduced to ash. Regardless, these waist high black stumps were still dead, standing like a forest of crooked tombstones.

Matraia walked in silence for a moment, thoughtful before she answered Sef, her wing tips dragging through the dirt. Finally, she said, “I won’t deny that times have become hard beyond the mountain wall.”

Anton asked, “In what way?”

“There are seven main cities in Kalraith, great towers that each claim hundreds of thousands of Dagruan for themselves, and those are surrounded by many smaller towns still home to many thousands. About twenty years ago the gargoyles began advancing beyond areas they had ever held before. Ten years ago, for the first time, we lost a whole vale, and I mean a large vale — with it fell a small city and half a dozen towns. From those gains, after a pause, they have again moved forward. Now, for the first time in centuries, the main cities of the Dagruan are threatened.”

Sef asked, “So what’s been done about it?”

“Dorloth guides us, but such tides of war have come and gone before. She does not see it as a threat, but... but there are others who do.”

“Others?”

“Her children.”

“She has children?”

“Yes, she does, now generations old, as we are long lived, more in the style of the Lae Velsanans I suppose, certainly more so like them than your own kind.”

Anton asked, as he regarded her pointed ears and lean features, “Long lived?”

“Yes, with good fortune, a Dagruan may see a full second century.”

“Just like a Lae Velsanan?” Anton queried.

She glanced at him quickly, before sweeping her eyes back skyward to search for gargoyles. “Yes, it is similar I suppose.”

Sef didn’t miss her discomfort at the question but chose to leave that for another time. “So, you mean Dorloth has generations of children?”

“Yes, seven. Of course, none comes close to the age she has reached.”

“Seven!” Sef exclaimed, thinking of how full his own household had begun to feel when he had only three generations; his mother, wife and daughter around him. 

“Yes, seven, but of course such a spread of ages also presents a breadth of opinion.”

“They disagree?”

Matraia looked down again, checking both her travelling companions before letting the beginnings of a smile play along her lips. “Let me say yes. Sibling disputes can be amongst the most difficult.”

Anton noted that the clouds to the south were beginning to thicken as they moved in. “Matraia, history is littered with tragedies and even wars powered by sibling rivalries. What kind of disagreements are you talking about?”

She stopped for a moment and looked to him, her face pale. “Really?”

The Outleaguer paused and nodded. “Really.”

Sef gave a nod to the foothills ahead that would eventually lead up to the mountain wall of the Varm Carga. “Come, the clouds thicken and will steal away the sunlight. We need to get further along before we’re thrown into shadow.”

Matraia began walking again, Anton joining her. She shook her head and met his gaze, before saying, “I thought such tales were just legends.”

“So, the troubles of Kalraith aren’t so grave?”

“No, not so we’re confused as to whom the real enemy is.”

“Good. So, the trouble comes solely from the gargoyles?”

“Yes, and now they are supported by the allies of Death, so they no longer work alone in foraging or to defend themselves. They’ve bred in the mountains, building their swarms and crowding their troiths. Their latest attacks over the past year have just grown and grown, seeing them swarm in numbers that we have never seen before. It’s said that they come like a wave to take territory. Such attacks darken the sky and are impossible to stand against.”

“Is it true?”

She nodded, her eyes grave. “I have seen it from afar, far enough away to survive. It is true.”

“How do you fight such a thing?”

“You can’t; the numbers are too great. Our defence has been to retreat.”

Anton frowned, his eyes meeting Sef’s. “Retreat?”

With a resigned shrug, she said, “There’s no way to meet it.”

Sef gave a small shake of his head before he stopped himself. “But this is the very problem of the forces of Life: It’s always defended while times are good and retreats when things get tough. In the end, it all ends the same way.”

Matraia looked at him. “What way is that?”

“Eventually there’s nowhere left to retreat to.”

She looked down at the blasted soil, a mosaic consisting of blackened gravel and rich red burnt clay. “You are right. Opinions such as yours are what are causing the dissent.”

“And Dorloth – how does she react to such opposition?”

“She listens, as most of it comes from her kin – and she’s never been a tyrant, aside from the early days when she had to protect us and herself as a new race.”

“Just listens?”

Matraia hesitated, looking distinctly uncomfortable. Distracted, she stumbled forward, tripping on the tip of a half-buried rock. 

Anton stepped forward, putting a hand to one of her shoulders to help steady her. In a heartbeat her momentum was stilled. Amidst the following silence the Outleaguer asked, “Matraia, we only seek the truth. That’s all that’s going to help both us and perhaps even Dorloth.”

She looked at him, locking eyes as she straightened after her stumble. Around them a cloud of dust drifted on a swirl of breeze. “She is, I think, tired and worn by the passing of an entire age of looking after her own kind.”

Anton grew worried and asked, “She’s grown tired?”

“Yes.”

Yet there was more to it, so Anton dug further. “And despondent?”

“Perhaps... or simply too cautious.”

“Or?”

“What do you mean?”

“After so many years, and so much fighting, she’s grown hopeless, hasn’t she?”

Tears gathered in Matraia’s eyes, as she nodded.

“But why come for us then – why does she care?”

Matraia stopped them, as the clouds continued to thicken and advance above, now covering half the sky. For the first time that day the sunlight began to fade. She looked at both of the men as they stopped and waited for her admission. “In truth she didn’t send me to fetch you.”

Thunder cracked faintly in the distance.

With surprise, the cell-brothers looked to each other. 

Before Anton could respond, Sef stepped forward and asked, “But, you said you’d been sent to offer her greetings?”

“Yes, and it’s true, but I was sent by another.”

“By who?” Sef asked.

“By Henna, a revered kin daughter.”

“She is important?”

“Very much so. She has great influence, but as with so many things, there are complications. You will see.” 

-
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They stopped later that afternoon as the light began to fail. Their camp was a hollow in the side of a gorge that a turbulent stream had cut over the past few years, since the wasting of the land. The flow tumbled through, heavy with silt and ash.

With no trees or shrubbery to spread roots and hold the soil in place, the land wasn’t just missing a topping load of humus from fallen leaves; its very stability was under attack. The wind stole its finer parts away, just as water worked to drag at the dirt and pull the rest of it apart. Storms and spring thaws did the worst damage, when surging stream waters tore at the land, carving channels, eating banks, and eventually digging gorges that may well be the seeds of canyons to come.

They found a small overhang two paces high in such a gorge dug out by yet more draining water, though now stable as the soil had been stripped back to some large slabs of stone. They nestled behind a small trickling waterfall that flowed down to hide them, before joining the foaming waters of the gorge. It wasn’t much, but between its shadowed depths and the noise of the stream, they hoped this hole in the soil would provide them a safe night’s shelter.
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