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Thrice upon a time

there was a world that was three worlds

One place that was three places

One history that was told 

in three sagas all at the same time.

Thrice upon a time . . . 

the gods foresaw a time 

when three worlds would become one . . . 

When the children of their creation

would face the Binding of the Worlds.

Thrice upon a time . . . 

Three worlds fought to survive.

Their children would be armed

with the cunning of their minds

their fierce will to endure

and the power of newfound magic.

Thrice upon a time . . . 

came the Binding of the Worlds.

Not even the gods knew

. . . which world would reign . . . 

. . . which world would submit . . . 

. . . and which world would die.

Song of the Worlds 

Bronze Canticles, Tome I, Folio 1, Leaf 6
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Far Shores

In the 492nd year of the Dragonkings, no commoner within the lands of Hrunard, nor anyone within the Five Domains suspected that their world was already coming to an end. The silent invasion moved as slowly and as inevitably as a glacier, unmarked by the busy lives of the ordinary inhabitants . . . 

Only the fevered dreamers sensed the initial tremblers of the Deep Magic; the vanguard of a glory and a doom they could scarcely comprehend. They were the first of the Mystics, these dreamers . . . 

 . . .  and they were insane.

Bronze Canticles, 

Tome III, Folio 2, Leaf 19

They watch me.

I feel their eyes peering through the darkness at the top of the falls. Each pinprick in the dome of night burns me, unblinking in its considerations. The stars try to speak—a murmuring of stardust on a wind that I cannot feel. I ignore them. They never say anything of consequence. They babble incessantly about the past and say nothing of the future. Their concerns, it seems, are too far above the lowly place that I occupy. They watch me with eyes of fire.

The stars are not the only ones watching me. Dark eyes, holes in the night, peer at me from under the black shadows of the forest around me. Their gaze is lust and hunger. Theirs are the eyes of the hunter, and I am the hunted.

I turn from them, stumbling in my flight beneath the low boughs of a pine tree. I might hide from the gaze of the stars here, but the other, unseen eyes are still on me, burning through the darkness. The whispered words between them drift past my ears, talking about me, talking to me. The voices creak and groan like overheated metal: the hiss of steam and the taste of a forge. They are searching for me, licking their long teeth in anticipation. Their voices are more distinct now, chattering madly and incessantly.

Demons. They are dark spirits from the deep reaches of N’Kara—the belly of the world where all condemned sinners suffer unceasingly in the afterlife. They have come for me in my blasphemy and they are getting closer.

I know this place, these trees are near my home and yet so different somehow. They can offer me no safety nor solace. I plunge headlong, mindlessly through the thick woods. Home is farther and farther from me with each panicked stride, but the demons stand between me and that place of solace. I am spinning, lost and confused by trees that I no longer remember. The branches move too slowly out of the way, marking my face and clawing at my eyes. The trees suddenly part . . . and I run headlong into the demons’ encampment.

Four of the revolting creatures have their backs to me as I slide noisily to a halt. The demons are tearing at the flesh of a red-haired scholar, his arms and legs spread wide and staked to the ground. Books and parchment scrolls lie shredded and scattered about.

The haggard scholar looks up calmly from the tortured scene. “Would you be so kind as to help me?” he says in a quiet, patient voice despite the terror filling his eyes. “Please make them stop.”

The demons follow the scholar’s gaze.

Only my own life concerns me. I leap at once back into the woods, fleeing heedless of my direction.

Somewhere behind me, the demons scream, spurred into the hunt by the prospect of easy quarry. I hear their panting behind me. I sense the excitement in their squealing voices. They have caught me before—at other times and in other places—but not tonight, I swear! Not tonight!

The trees, enjoying the sport, now point the way for me, doing their best to come to my aid. But the rocks underfoot are friends to the demons, and one trips me in my headlong flight. I tumble painfully, rolling across the uneven ground. Fear conquers my pain, and, panicked, I push myself up from the dirt.

I can see them now. The metal that they wear flashes dully in the starlight. Their steel eyes stare unblinking as they bound through the underbrush toward me. Their skin, too, is green, even in the faint light of the stars. Their smell is an outrageous offense. Their long knives are drawn, dripping from the rending of a previous soul. They clang their blades against their armor as they approach. Hideous grins split their faces.

My feet struggle to find purchase in the dirt beneath me. Time stretches thin into an eternity. My legs will not move as they should. My body does not respond. The ground slides beneath me.

The demons rush forward, their screams echoing through the forest.

A massive vine suddenly lunges from the trees, wrapping around me. It jerks me upward, snatching me from the demons’ outstretched claws and flinging me into the air.

I tumble slowly through the night sky, and then I am rolling gently into a meadow. No, not just a meadow—it is the meadow, the place where Berkita and I come on holiday afternoons. It is the stolen place, the secret place, the one place in the entire world that we claimed as our own, if not in deed then with our hearts. I drink in its peace, aching to keep frozen this moment forever, but the moment does not last.

The demons are already at the edge of the clearing. I flee once more, desperate to get to the falls that I know are beyond the far tree line. My breath, labored and hollow, rattles in my ears with each thunderous beat of my heart. The rushing of water calls me from beyond the trees. I heed its tumbling voice, weaving through the dark shadows of the forest at full gait. I can feel the heat of my pursuers on the back of my neck and taste their cloying stench. Cold, steely eyes still burn behind me. The chatter of their enraged voices rises with my every panicked stride.

A silence descends like a thunderclap. The eyes and the voices that are always at the edge of my mind have vanished. The peace is more unnerving than the pursuit. My rushed footfalls stutter to a stop. I stand gulping air at the top of the falls.

My breath smoothes out and my heart slows as I gaze into the river. The water rushes past on my left. There is movement in the water now—laughing, graceful spirits dancing across the rocks. I smile timidly at them and they smile back, waving their lithe arms, beckoning me. I watch their passage down the river until they leap gleefully from the crest of the waterfall, sparkling down the cliff face. They smash against the rocks below, shattering into smaller versions of themselves; hundreds and then thousands of them caught up in the foam. They rush among the rocks and then drift out into the still waters of Mirren Bay to the south.

A gentle breeze fills my nostrils, carried inland from the sea. From my high perch atop the falls cliff, my eyes follow the shoreline eastward beyond the river and the falls. There, cradled in the gentle crescent of the beach, are the glowing lights of Benyn Village—my village and the only home I know. Strands of smoke curl up from the chimneys of the town, weaving together toward the uncaring stars. The town sleeps deeply; secure in its slumber and oblivious to any world beyond its boundary wall. I wonder at the peace that resides here surrounded by a world infested with demons.

The hair on the back of my neck rises.

I know that she is near.

I turn slowly to my right to face her, at once both dreading and longing for her visage.

Across the river, at the head of the falls, floats a woman on translucent wings.

I have seen her a thousand times before. Her dark, delicate features are achingly beautiful. Her large, almond-shaped eyes gaze at me—through me—with curious questioning. Her hair is pulled sharply back from her oval face. Blue strands, two at each temple, are the only coloration in her otherwise brilliantly white hair. Her skin is dark yet lustrous, her features exotic. Yet it is her wings that are the most astonishing—long and intricate opalescent wings like a butterfly that float her above the common ground. They beat slowly, as though they were moving through water rather than air.

The river separates us.

I speak to her—as I have a thousand times before.

“Who are you, dear lady? Why are you here?”

Her eyes narrow with effort. Her smile dims slightly.

“Do you understand me?” I speak my words through a forced calm, desperate to be understood. “Can you hear me?”

She blinks and opens her mouth to speak.

It is happening again. I brace myself for what is coming.

The woman’s voice drifts over the river as a song, and the water stops at its sound out of awe and wonder. The wind holds its breath. Even the stars cease to blink in the night sky.

The song moves through me, ringing in my mind and bones. I have heard the song before, but a thousand repetitions could never prepare me for the reality of it. The beauty of its sound shatters my being. The undeniable honesty of its feeling and passion overwhelms my mind with its grace and truth. Tears well up unbidden in my eyes from the joy and the feeling of ultimate loss—for I am small compared to this truth.

The woman stops her singing. She watches me weep and a depthless sorrow fills her visage. A great, glistening tear falls from her eyes and into the waters of the river.

The spirits of the river, now freed from the sound of her voice, see the tear as it falls. In a sudden frenzy, they fight one another for the tear as it melds into the waters now once more rushing to the sea.

I fall to my knees, weeping at the loss of the voice, wishing it would go on forever, rebounding in my soul.

“Pardon me . . .”

A human voice? Here? I leap to my feet in fright at the sound. My heart pounds once more as I turn.

Blinking through my tears, I confront a young man wearing the robes of a Pir monk—an Inquisitor, by the purple trim. The robe is slightly too large to fit well on his thin frame. The priest’s light blond hair is wispy and short, cut in the rough manner of the Drakonic orders. His long face seems the longer for the turned-down corners of his mouth, and his pale blue eyes examine me suspiciously.

“Do you understand me?” the Inquisitor asks, his words coming slowly.

I nod, my mouth suddenly dry. I force my breath in and out, desperate to control my fear.

“Who are you?” the monk asks sharply.

The question strikes me as ludicrous, and I laugh nervously. “What do you mean, ‘Who am I?’ This is my dream—my nightmare. You should know whose dream you are in.”

The monk arches his eyebrows in astonishment. “Your nightmare? It’s my dream you are in . . . not the other way about!”

The statement takes me aback. I gape at him, unsure how to respond. He continues to watch me.

“I’ll tell you what,” I say carefully after some thought. “What if we’re both in someone else’s dream?”

The Inquisitor blurts out a laugh. He tries to stifle it but this only causes him to laugh all the more.

I join him somewhat warily in my own joke.

“Perhaps so.” The monk smiles. He moves slowly to sit on a rock near the falls. “Perhaps we are all just figments of the dragon-gods’ dreams. I had never really considered that idea before. Tell me; have you seen her . . . that flying woman before?”

With dread and hope, I follow the monk’s gesture toward the opposite bank. The winged woman considers us both as she floats in midair. “Yes . . . I have seen her many times before, here at the falls and elsewhere, it seems . . . but I cannot remember where or when.”

“Intriguing: perhaps in this place there is no where or when,” answers the monk. He leans forward suddenly, his eyes wide and desperate. “Listen, tell me, please . . . are we mad?”

I take a careful step back. “You are a monk of the Pir Inquis by the marks on your robe. The insane are your province. You see what I see here. If such dreams make me a madman then, perhaps, we both . . .”

The monk, however, is distracted. He stands up slowly, concern in his eyes as he faces toward the east. His gaze is fixed on the village . . . my village.

The smoke from the chimneys of Benyn curls over the sleepy rooftops. It begins to thicken until its darkness obliterates the stars. The smoke twists in on itself, coalescing at last into the form of a gigantic dragon, writhing over the village. The smoke-dragon’s black wings beat downward upon the homes of my friends, family, all that means anything to me in the world. With each beat of its wings, another light is extinguished in the town. Another light . . . another life.

“Stop it!” I scream at the Inquisitor.

“It isn’t me!” the monk responds, but his voice has changed, it screeches with the sound of demons. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

The dark wall of the woods is suddenly alive with pairs of steel eyes. The demons, grinning hideously, advance toward me. The monk seems oblivious to the danger stalking up behind him.

I turn, plunging into the river. My bare feet splash into the icy waters, which sting them like sharp barbs. On the far bank, however, the winged woman beckons me onward, urging me quickly to cross, to save my village, to save my life.

A bitter cold grips my ankle. Too late, I glance down. It isn’t the cold that stings me, but the icy grip of the water spirits. They laugh hysterically at my folly. I scream, struggling desperately to reach the opposite shore, but the water spirits are having too fine a game. More and more of them tear at my feet, my ankles. The malicious spirits foam and splash at my face and eyes and ears. I hear their voices gathering about me. “Come play! Come play!”

I trip over them, panicked, then slip on a rock, crashing flat in the frigid, gathering waters of the river. The spirits shout and roar with glee, their icy talons dragging me down with them toward the falls. They dance about my face, filling my ears and nostrils, blurring my eyes.

“We dance! We sing! We revel! Come play! Come play!”

I struggle for breath, choking on the waters. The water spirits, gathering in numbers by the moment, carom me against the rocks. The swiftness of the stream increases and the roar of the falls draws closer.

A hand suddenly grasps my wrist, pulling me up against the current. I reflexively clasp my hand tightly around the other’s wrist, struggling to pull my head up and breathe. Shaking the water from my face, I gulp air as the water spirits rage against me.

It is the Inquisitor.

“Hold on, I’ve got you!” The monk’s other hand strains to grip a rock on the embankment, as he pulls me against the current.

I frantically kick in the thunderous river, searching desperately for a foothold and trying to free myself from the hysterical water spirits.

“Come on!” the monk yells. “Hurry! I can’t—”

His eyes widen as he sees the look on my face.

Behind the Inquisitor, and unseen by him, a silent line of grinning demons advances toward the riverbank. They creep patiently up behind the man but their eyes are on me.

I release my hold on the monk.

“No!” the monk shouts. He struggles to retain his grip but the water spirits pry at his fingers, splashing between them.

The Inquisitor’s hand slips.

The river drags me backward. I roll among the water spirits, their voices laughing as they scurry about me. My body merges with the river and now I am clear as the stream, flowing with it, pulled helplessly down its course. Resigned to my fate, I am transformed. A spirit of the water myself now, I cascade over the crest of the falls. The water spirits leap about excited and triumphant. I tumble through the air and water, smashing against the rocks and exploding into a thousand drops of blood. Each drop is my shattered self, diffusing among the waters of the river and the foam of the water spirits. The crimson waters rush outward into the bay. I am scattered farther and farther apart—thinner and thinner until there is no more left of me to gather up. Nothing left of me to be me. Lost forever among the waters of the bay, lost forever to my home now dark under the smoke of the dragon . . . 

BOOK OF GALEN 

BRONZE CANTICLES, TOME IV, FOLIO 1, LEAF 4
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Galen

Galen screamed, thrashing through darkness. He could not see, could not breathe, could not think of anything except escaping the awful place that was dissolving him into nothingness.

He opened his eyes.

An iron dragon, its maw gaping open, glared back at him.

Startled, he lurched backward, tumbling off the edge of the bed. He fell hard against the floor, his breath rushing out of his lungs. He lay there for a time, breathing heavily, his fear slowly melting into the smell of the fitted planks of wood and their reassuring solidness against his back. They were common and comforting sensations. They were so very real.

He lay still, stared up into the darkness pooled between the intricately carved beams overhead. The people of Benyn Township rarely closed off the ceilings of their homes, preferring the exposed space of the vaulting rafters to be as much a part of the expression of a room as the floor and walls. Galen was no exception. Dutifully he had carved the intricate patterns and icons of the Magnificent Vasska into the rafters of his house.

Vasska—Dragonking of Hrunard and all the region of the Dragonback. His talons reached across the room, curving with the beam. Carvings of each of the four major aspects of Vasska—defense, conquest, glory, and spirit—adorned each of the vertical supports from the crossbeams to the peak of the roof. Many other faces—the lesser aspects of Vasska—stared back at him from the deep shadows of the ornate arches. They all seemed distant because of the haze created by his uncooperative fireplace flue.

“Galen?” came her sweet, sleepy voice, rising in concern. “Galen, what is it?”

He shuddered. Exposed to the early morning air, the sweat that had poured so freely moments ago now chilled him. Galen pulled himself up to lean painfully against the frame of their bed. He glanced ruefully up at the headboard where the iron dragon’s head still hung as it had since he forged it for their marriage bed less than a year ago. Berkita had insisted on it, telling him that such an icon would bring fortune to their home and children to their bed.

He hated it, but Berkita would not be denied. He gulped in air, hoping to calm his thoughts. It would never do to upset Berkita.

“I’m all right,” he said as evenly as he could. His words formed clouds in the cold of their one-room home. He glanced about, still upset. He had scattered most of their wedding pelts in his flailing.

He had hoped that somehow his marriage would have brought the dreams to an end. The truth was that he had little desire to think about anything but Berkita since their wedding. She had become his life and his breath. Yet just as each year since he was fourteen, the dreams were back. He simply had to find a way of keeping his dangerous secret from his beloved bride. 

“It’s just a dream,” he muttered. “Just a bad dream.”

“A dream?” Berkita was sitting up on the bed, pulling one of the larger pelts up around her to ward off the morning chill. The dawn was far from being born, it was only a hinted glow on the horizon, but he could still see her silhouetted form against the window beyond. He had ordered that glass for her, shipped across the Chebon Sea from Hrunard itself. Imperfect and rippled, the glass had cost him two months’ profit from the shop. It offered little more than token resistance to the weather beyond its glazing, but it had made his Berkita happy.

Now, in the rising morning light, he gazed at her shadowy silhouette framed in that useless, glorious window. Her dark curls were a wild nimbus around the heart shape of her face. He needed no light to see her features, for he could see them with his eyes shut. Her high cheekbones so finely pronounced. Her violet eyes were jeweled treasures. If some thought her chin too sharp or her hair unruly, they were imperfections that Galen could not see. The sight of the firm sweep of her skin made him ache for her. She was all he ever wanted in life. Everything he ever hoped to attain was only to please her.

“A dream?” she repeated. “Drak, Galen! This is the third time in as many days!”

Galen shook his head. “Berkita, please don’t swear.”

He could feel her pout through the darkness. “I’m sorry, Galen. But . . . what’s the matter?”

“Tell her, Galen.”

Galen caught his breath, pretending to ignore the whispered words from the iron dragon’s head. “Nothing. Truly. I’m just—I’ve just been so busy. The Festival’s been bigger this year than most and I’m way behind at the forge.”

“Tell her,” insisted the motionless dragon heads from the hazy rafters overhead.

“Well, Father warned you when you first took up the forge.” Berkita chuckled. “He always said Festival was the hardest time of year for smithies.” The furred pelt lay draped about her, hiding everything, promising everything. “I can help you through the holiday. I’ve brightened a forge fire or two before.”

“More than one as I recall,” Galen chided, “though your father was always intent on settling you down to one.”

“Not just any one,” Berkita purred back at him.

“Most certainly not.” Galen nodded. The local priest had apprenticed Galen to Ansal, Berkita’s father, back when he was only twelve. The apprenticeship was one thing—winning his daughter, however, was something else entirely. Berkita was the only child of Ansal and his dear wife, Hilna. Ownership of Ansal Kadish’s forge would be passed down to the deserving man who would win his daughter’s hand. The competition for Berkita’s hand in marriage became more than just a matter of idle speculation in the region. Aspiring blacksmiths all along the Dragonback may have had varying degrees of interest in Berkita, but all were quite moved at the prospect of inheriting Ansal’s prosperous forge.

The matter of suitors was getting entirely out of hand until Ansal announced a smithing competition. It was never openly stated, but was implied that Ansal’s appreciation of the winner’s craft would also be something of a factor in determining who would earn the right to court his daughter and, subsequently, his forge.

Galen had loved her since the first day he reported to Ansal’s shop for his apprenticeship. He had despaired of ever winning Berkita for himself until he had a chance meeting with a blind dwarf . . . 

“Come on, Galen,” Berkita said, shifting on the bed. “Don’t be crazy, let me help at the forge.”

Galen laughed—then shivered. Her voice was calming; sometimes he thought it was the only thing that kept him sane.

Sane. He was sane. He was not sure what was wrong with him. Whatever it was, if he was not completely cured, at least he was not getting any worse. Surely it was some sort of long, drawn-out illness. Perhaps he had eaten some blindlight berries by mistake years ago. Maybe it was something in the wind that would one day simply blow away. Whatever it was, he held on to the thought that it wasn’t getting any worse. That, and the comfort of his cherished wife.

The iron dragon’s head turned to gaze at him from its cold, dead eyes. “Tell her!” it insisted.

Galen only blinked. He had long ago learned never to acknowledge the objects and carvings that spoke to him. They, too, came more frequently with the dreams each fall—another emblem of his strange malady. Once, years ago, he had an entire argument with a particularly annoying walking stick while exploring the West Woods outside of town. Young Markin Frendigar happened to be using the stick at the time, however. Markin mistakenly thought Galen was angry with him rather than the stick. Since then, Galen made sure that whenever the statues, carvings, or pottery spoke to him he never answered back within anyone’s earshot.

“No, there’s no need for you to come to the shop . . . or your father either.” Galen spoke gently to her. “Cephas is there and does twice the work of you and me put together. I honestly don’t know what I would do without—”

A low trumpet resounded in the distance. Galen and Berkita both turned toward the window as a second horn joined the first in an even lower note. Their deep duet rumbled through the glass.

“Galen! It’s Festival! Oh, come on! See?” She jumped from the bed, the curve of her firm back gloriously exposed through the folds of the pelt she held against her. She gestured urgently for him to join her.

The window looked south, down over the village as it sloped toward the shore a few miles away. The dawn was ablaze now in full earnest with red streaks crossing the sky from the east, bathing the town in a salmon brilliance. The polished dome of the Kath-Drakonis—by far the largest structure of the town—glowed under the fiery dawn. The smaller buildings of Benyn were dwarfed by its opulent expanse. Galen’s thoughts went unbidden down the Vasska Processional to his forge shop and beyond, as the street continued all the way down to the docks. The towering masts of the fishing boats blushed crimson as they swayed in the morning swell. Farther still was the vast expanse of Mirren Bay. It glittered in the morning light. The Widow Isles lay just beyond the curve of the harbor. He thought he could even make out the Narrows more than twenty miles away through the morning, flame-streaked mists.

“It’s a sign, Galen.” Berkita smiled. “It’s Vasska’s blessing just for us!”

Galen stood up and crossed to join her at the window. He wrapped his arms around her, pressing himself against her smooth, warm back. The great horns atop the Kath-Drakonis once again rumbled, now joined by a third, even lower note, calling out the Dawn of the Scales and the Festival of the Harvest.

“They’re trumpets of the Pir,” Galen murmured into her hair. “They call to Vasska who reigns from afar.”

Berkita giggled, wriggling in his tight grip. “Oh, really? Do tell!” 

Galen squeezed her tighter and murmured into her ear. “The horns send a message to Vasska, beseeching the Dragonking’s blessings on the harvest and calling his eye to fall upon his grateful servants.”

Berkita turned her face toward him. “So you do believe the Articles of Pir!”

“No.” Galen laughed darkly. “But I believe in results. The benevolent Vasska has kept the rest of the dragons at bay for over four hundred years. That’s faith enough for me!”

“Oh, honestly, Galen!” Berkita turned away from him with a formidable pout. “You don’t believe in anything!”

Galen folded his arms around his wife. “No, I am just careful about what I believe in. I’m a good and faithful member of the Pir, my dearest, but I prefer to offer my devotions with both my eyes open. Vasska saved us from the Mad Emperors of Rhamas—he saved us from ourselves. I sometimes think we celebrate the Festival more to be rid of the burden of the insane than to honor the Dragonkings.”

Berkita stiffened in his arms. “What a terrible thing to say. The mad or the invalid or the weak-minded—they are all the Elect of Vasska. They are brought to the Festival and chosen out from the rest of us. The Pir Drakonis then takes them in and cares for them when the rest of us can’t. It’s the benevolence of the Dragonking that provides for those who are sick or different from the rest, and you’re making it sound like something horrid!”

“Oh, I’m sorry, my love,” Galen murmured to her. “It is a good and worthy effort by the Pir Drakonis. It’s just that . . . have you ever noticed how those who are taken into the care of the church somehow never return home cured.”

“Nonsense,” Berkita sniffed. “Jasper Konal, the fishmonger, said it simply was the nature of their illness—that those with the Emperors’ Madness could never be made well again and that was why the Election absolved them of sin and let them enter into the afterlife with Vasska.”

Galen nodded. “That may be, but last Leavenmonth, Enrik Chalker stood up in the Shoal and Reef and told all the men there that the Election was a sham and that he was going to expose the priests for the liars they were.”

“You aren’t serious!”

Galen nodded gravely. “I was there. I felt such shame for the man, Berkita. His own daughter had been taken in the Election the week before. Still, you must admit that the girl never returned—and Enrik’s never seemed to be the same again. He still says it was all a mistake.”

“How sad for him. Do you think they make mistakes, Galen?”

“I don’t know, my darling.”

Galen had worried over the years that he might be mistaken for one of those madmen, too. It would be a mistake, of course. He was not really insane; his “odd episodes,” as he liked to think of them, did get worse in the fall around Festival, which was inconvenient, but otherwise seemed perfectly under control. All he had to do was avoid the Election in the town square each year. It often meant that he had to miss out on the more interesting parts of the Festival, but, he always told himself, at least it would not embarrass the church by accidentally carrying him off.

This year, he knew, avoiding the Election would be more difficult.

“Oh, Galen, let’s not talk of such things, not today.” Berkita closed her eyes, willing herself through the window and into the day of promise on the other side. “Vasska will touch us, and we’ll be blessed.”

Galen forced his smile. “So the coins will bring you your heart’s desire, my love?”

“Don’t you dare tell me you don’t believe in that, too!” Berkita wanted the blessing of a child. She had talked of nothing but the blessing for months, and she expected Galen to be at her side for such an important occasion. Galen’s concern was in avoiding the Election but managing somehow to show up for the blessing that followed.

“Yes, my beloved, I do indeed believe,” Galen said. “I think a blessing from Vasska is exactly what I’m looking for today.”

He felt her turn in his arms. The dawn lit her face in a halo of light.

“Well,” Berkita said, looking up at him, her violet eyes flashing in the morning light. “If I’m to get my wish, I suspect I’ll need a little more from you than a few coins at a festival!”

She let her pelt fall from her chest as she reached out. Berkita curled her hands around the back of Galen’s neck, pulling him toward her. For Galen, the chill of the room vanished in her radiant warmth.

The resounding horns barely covered her bright laughter as they tumbled onto the bed.

The carvings of the dragons were, for the moment, silent.
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The Forge

Galen’s forge lay about halfway between Shoreline Road and the upper end of the Vasska Processional. It was a modest little shop set among other shops of various wares up and down the stone-paved street. The Processional, as the townspeople called it, was not the only street in town with shops on it, but it was, every day of the year, the most popular.

Now, with the brightening dawn, the street was unusually quiet. The fishing galleys remained moored to the docks, their early morning sailings for once forgotten. The streets were uncommonly deserted for this hour. The smoke was absent from the bakery chimney. The cooper’s hammer was silent. Only the deep trumpets of the Kath-Drakonis broke the unaccustomed silence of the shops on the Processional.

Each shop was a unique and wonderful testament to the forces of the town that shaped it. Each strived for a balance between a recognizable individuality and a comfortable, common familiarity with the community. It was an impossible balance to achieve. The various influences that attempted to force their wild and tempestuous natures into some image of ideal perfection resulted in a town of glorious patchwork.

Benyn was, before all else, a seaside town with a modest fishing fleet. The sensible seafarers who settled here—where the Claris Branch of the River Whethril tumbled into the bay—had hopes for a future of grand destiny so long as it did not happen too quickly and did not disturb their way of life. This surface inconsistency was never questioned by its inhabitants. Such was paradoxical life in Benyn.

Nor was the sea the only influence on the town. In ancient times the Rhamas Empire folded Benyn into its might as well as its doom along with all the lands of the Dragonback. Throughout the myths of that fabled time, Benyn strove vigorously to remain unnoticed by the Mad Emperors whose names were terrible, but who were also gratefully distant. When the tyranny of Rhamas was at last overthrown by the five Dragonkings, the empire ebbed from the area, leaving the Dragonback to fend for itself. Its retreat conveniently left Benyn with a language that was common to much of the region. Over the ruins of humanity’s failure to rule itself came the Pir Drakonis—a theocracy that brought a new law to the scattered towns and broken cities on the shores of the Chebon Sea. 

Change was simultaneously helped and hindered by the theocrats of the Pir Drakonis. The “People of the Dragon” were exacting in their requirements and dogma. To a defeated and war-weary humanity, the order they brought with them was salvation. From that time on, they were the only government the people of Benyn knew. The Pir religion’s roots grew deep in such fertile soil, reaching into every aspect of their common life, rule, and worship.

Thus Benyn was forged of fire, water, and dragon’s breath into its unique shape. Its architecture was a mixture of shipwright craft, Rhamasian stonework, and Pir Drakonis icons.

Galen’s shop was typical of those on the street. It shared a common north wall with Darlyse Kensworth’s net-mending shop, nearly all of the shops having at least one wall adjoining another, and most sharing walls on both sides. It also had a second story where, up to just over a year past, Galen had lived in its sparsely furnished rooms. The rooflines of these adjacent shops all resembled overturned boats, their long, chalked planks running down from the keel-become-ridgeline in sweeping curves down to the eaves. The locals all liked to joke that if the town were ever turned on its head, it could just float away. These roofs were supported by fitted stone support columns—a legacy of the Rhamasian designs—that framed slightly thinner stone, wooden, or plaster walls running between these pylons. Everything, from the ridgepole of the roof to the foundation stones of its pylons, was now adorned with the icons of Vasska—the Dragonking who occupied every aspect of the people’s lives.

The blank eyes of the dragon carvings stared down on the doors of the Processional’s shops. All were closed—except for one. The front of Galen’s forge lay open. Iron castings of Vasska’s many aspects stood as sentinels, their intricate features delicate and detailed. Down both walls were hung more ornaments of cast iron in various smaller sizes, interspersed with tools for every kind of trade.

A short set of stairs led up into the slightly elevated back part of the shop. Here hung bright steel, the brightest in all the Grand Basin. Not even the forgings from Hadran Head—imported from Hrunard itself—could compare to its purity and strength. This normally ample and assorted display, however, was sorely depleted. The Festival gift purchases had taken their toll on Galen’s stock, even as they had enriched the fat ledger book locked in the strongbox at the far corner of the room.

Beyond all this, however, the back of the shop was cut off from the world by an iron, windowless wall. Many a child had pondered what lay beyond that wall, telling stories in the night to one another of hideous beasts and monsters chained in the service of the deceptively pleasant Galen. The adults enjoyed the lark of such tales and knew better. It was only the dark, hot heart of the shop: Cephas’s forge.

Being a forge, the shop had some peculiar requirements, and none more peculiar than this particular forge. Fire was the greatest friend and fear in Benyn: a force to be respected and held carefully in check. Its blazing furnace heat could meld the carbon and iron of the Shunard Mounds into not just any steel, but the special steel for which this forge was renowned. That same heat could, if it were let slip from its bounds, ravage the town and put an end to its long and quiet history. So the forge, bellows, and furnaces were located here, in the back, its once-open arches now sealed off in iron from the adjoining alley to the south as well as the old storage yard to the west.

In this cavernous darkness, the forge in the corner glowed a deep red. The embers from the previous day’s work had calmed overnight into an inviting warmth. 

There, next to the forge, sat the old dwarf Cephas, his eyes bound tightly shut with cloth.

Cephas slept on the ground between the furnace and the bellows each night, despite Galen’s repeated offers of the bed and rooms above the shop. He needed to feel the warmth of the forge, he politely explained each time, and to know that the stone was waiting for him each morning. With the coming of each dawn, the old dwarf would pick himself up from the ground and methodically change out the multiple layers of cloth over his eyes. Only then would he venture from the safety of his iron, pitch-black forge into the front of the shop, unlocking the shuttered doors and opening them onto the Processional before retreating again to the forge.

Cephas laid his hand against the forge and furnace for several minutes, pondering its temperature and the work to be done that day. Once satisfied with his plan, he turned and slowly started the process of bringing the forge to life. He moved about the forge room with confident steps and assurance. Though he was blind, he knew this room as only a dwarven smith could. He gathered up the charcoal from the bin, measured it in exact amounts, and then returned to the furnace.

All the while, in the darkness, he spoke to himself. It was a habit of which he was completely unaware and even denied when Galen chided him about it from time to time. Still, he reasoned to himself, when one is alone, one cannot be choosy about with whom one has a conversation.

“Temperature good er is,” he said to the darkness. “The steel er good be today. Hallo, my dark fire, eh!”

He reached out, patting the furnace with a precise touch.

“Be a fury a’day, good friend. Er is want for the craft in the broad world.”

He worked the bellows, carefully laying new charcoal atop the old coals, breathing blazing life back into the furnace. The heat rose quickly in the close room, but Cephas reveled in it.

“Er is some breaking-fast for you, pretty!” Cephas chuckled to himself, adding iron to the coals as he worked the bellows. “Into the furnace, er is! Out again pure and holy! Worthy of my, er is! Worthy of my clan! Worthy of my name, er is!”

His clan.

He grew silent at the thought as he always did, though he never missed a beat of his work on the bellows nor let his mind stray too far from the forging of the steel. He wondered where his clan was now. What would they think of mad old Cephas, wandering blind in the light? Would they understand his flight? Would they accept what he had done?

The thoughts always wove in and through themselves to the same conclusion: he would never know. He could never go back among them to find out. Cephas was dead to them—or at least he hoped so.

“No, sire.” Cephas chuckled to himself. “Blind dwarf walks the world. Maybe visit the Shunard Mounds. Maybe cross the Dragonback. Maybe see Palathina waters at night if the clouds hide the stars and moons. Maybe cross the waters there, too.”

The steel pooling in the bottom of the furnace was nearly ready to be pulled.

Cephas smiled. “Yes, much of the world yet for a blind dwarf to see.”

It was a litany he often spoke to himself, but in his heart he knew that he would never leave Galen. This strange human was more than a friend to him. Galen was a fair craftsman at the forge and a fine smith by human standards—such as they were. Yet there was something helpless about Galen that needed Cephas. The boy seemed to know a lot more about smithing than about life. Cephas had come to Galen’s forge by accident, wandering from a ship docked at Hadran Head on the road toward Shunard. He had found Galen working his own forge, but while the boy had talent, he was obviously trying to do more than he actually knew how to do. Cephas had helped him forge his steel that day—and forged a friendship stronger than his own steel in the process.

They had been together four years. Several times a year since, Galen had offered—later demanded—that Cephas be his partner in the shop. Each time, again and quietly, Cephas had turned him down. Being a partner meant that the shop would own part of him, the blind dwarf replied. All he wanted was to make his wages, practice his craft, and enjoy the company of his odd human friend.

Cephas stoked the forge, felt its heat on his face, and then turned to the unshaped lumps of steel that were cooling on a large stone slab to the side. He felt the radiance of the heat and spat on each of the raw steel lumps, smelling the sizzle of his own spittle. 

“Good steel er is!” He smiled under his wrapped, blind eyes. He pulled one of the lumps with tongs and moved quickly over to the forge.

“Good omen, this steel,” he muttered. “Wonder what else this day forging er is?”
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Whispers and  Ghosts

Galen strode down Windward Road soaking in the daylight. The day was turning out to be uncommonly warm for early Leavenmonth. Although the leaves far to the west of the Margoth Wood had already turned to vibrant color, the grasses of the Grand Basin were still supple and green. The wind blowing off Mirren Bay had a chill to it as he walked, but the sunlight warmed his face whenever he stopped—which was often.

“Hail, Galen! Catching the sun, are you?”

Galen did his best to stifle a laugh. “Hail, Pontis! On a day like this, who shouldn’t stop and smile at the sky?”

Pontis gazed back at Galen with kind eyes shining through the wrinkles of a dour face. Pontis had been fishing the waters of Mirren Bay for as long as Galen could remember. Early every morning Galen watched the old fisherman make his way down to the wharf. Pontis’s craggy face had been carved by salt water, sun, and wind into leathery folds that were mistaken for scowls by those who did not know him. He was a weathered old salt of the Chebon Sea . . . 

Who now was wearing the most outrageous costume Galen had ever seen. Brilliant bands of yellow and purple alternated around the old man’s body. A huge hat flopped over to one side, its crown ending in a silver bell. All of Vasska’s domain—from Hrunard to the northern tip of the Dragonback—would be dressed in bright costumes today. For many, it was an opportunity to look striking and beautiful. For others, however, the effect was unintentionally the opposite. The sight of the wizened old seaman clad in this bizarre ensemble was the most incongruous and ridiculous thing Galen had ever seen.

“I see you’re headed for the Festival.” Galen spoke carefully, his eyes bright with the laughter he held tightly in check. He would not have offended his old friend and neighbor for all the lands of the Dragonback. He had built his home on the north side of town just because he knew the people like Pontis living next door were as good as they came within three days’ walk—and three days’ walk was as far as Galen ever wanted to go. Still, he was not sure how he would get through this conversation without laughing offensively at the ridiculous outfit. “Nice . . . weather for it.” 

“True as ever told,” Pontis responded, his face relaxing into its more accustomed dog-faced frown. “Still, with a red morning sky, there will be a storm soon enough, mark my words, boy!”

Galen shook his head, his own enthusiasm undiminished. “Not clouds today, Pontis—it’s Festival and I don’t think the Dragon Priests will allow it.”

“Vasska forbid,” Pontis intoned grimly from under his yellow floppy hat.

“Vasska forbid,” Galen responded in kind, then continued lightly down the slope toward the town.

Windward Road was quickly getting crowded. Farmers and fishermen alike had left their homes to join the excited and growing crowd toward the center of town. From the west, people were coming down the road all the way from Leeside to celebrate in Benyn. Galen did not doubt that before the day was closed, there would be many folk from Connis, Sharton, and maybe from as far as Delf just to join in the revelries.

It certainly seemed as though the entire Dragonback had decided to attend the Festival in Benyn. Galen was already having trouble making his way down the road through the pushing, excited crowds. The buildings lining Windward Road grew more elaborate as he neared the central square of the town. The intricate carvings of Vasska that ornamented the buildings were festooned with streamers of multicolored cloth. Several of the more exuberant children were tossing dried flower petals from the upper windows of a few of the shops despite the halfhearted protests of their parents. The flower petals, saved since spring, were meant for the Reveler’s Trump later in the day, but a few handfuls were already drifting down on the street from overexcited, anxious little hands.

Galen suddenly chilled as he stepped into the shadow of the Kath-Drakonis, the towering mass that stood to his left, blocking out the sun with its tremendous size. The great dome flashed with refracted light, casting small rainbows among the people in the shadowed street.

“Hail Galen!” called a voice from the crowd.

Galen glanced about for its source. “Hail!” he called out.

“Have you ever seen the like of it?” Galen could see her now. It was Chendril, the woman who owned the basket shop across and a few doors up from his own. Several of her baskets hung from a tall, carved staff she held as she made her way about the crowd. “It will be a grand day for the Pir, eh?”

“It won’t do your purse any harm either!” Galen returned.

“How else will these good people get all their goods home?” Chendril laughed. Then she again began calling out, “Baskets! Strong baskets!”

The head of Chendril’s staff turned and winked at him.

Galen turned his face, his broad smile dimming. Don’t look, he thought. Don’t look and it will go away.

He moved deftly around the perimeter of the crowded square. The young students of the Kath were performing the Supplicant Dance around the large fountain in the center of the square. Their parents watched in rapt delight, but most of the crowd took only a cursory interest in the traditional, occasionally awkward steps to the iron tempo of the drum. They spoke and laughed with one another in the press of the throng. At first Galen was able to make his way quickly around the periphery of the square by dodging through the numerous open storefronts, but one glance down Court Street—the road forming the south side of the square—and he knew that there would be no quick or simple way to get through to the Processional.

That left him with Barb’s Lane.

Taking a deep breath, he turned right, put his head down, and walked purposefully along the stone-paved passage between the buildings. The going was much easier past all the weaver shops despite the narrowness of the street. The winding street tumbled down the slope of the town from the center of Court Street south until it ran into Cagger’s Row. Barb’s Lane was far too shabby for the name of “lane”—it was really more of an alley carved awkwardly between buildings competing for space. Still, it was a haven for the more creative and artistic pursuits of Benyn’s business.

It was a place Galen studiously avoided, especially around Festival time.

“Galen’s come to us!” hissed the carved poles supporting the awning to his left.

“Galen’s day! Galen’s day!” laughed a tapestry displayed on the other side of the road.

Galen kept his eyes forward and his gait steady.

“Hear us! Love us! Serve us, Galen!” the iron dragon fixtures attached to the gables murmured to him in a dark chorus. “You called us into being—we own you!”

Galen swallowed. Ignore them, he thought. Just ignore them and they will go away.

“They’ve come for you, Galen,” a flute sang to him from a peddler’s cart, the peddler taking no notice. “You must flee . . . you must fly . . . you must tell your past good-bye . . .”

The lane ended. A left down Cagger’s Row and he was finally on Vasska’s Processional, glad suddenly for the noise of the crowd drowning out the whispered voices that spoke with hushed urgency into his ears alone. He was only a few steps from his own shop entrance—glad to lose himself in its familiarity.

The twin dragon heads mounted on the corner of his shop turned and watched him as he entered. 

“Ah, Galen,” came the familiar rumble from the back of the shop. “You smell as strong er is!”

“You smell strong, too, Cephas,” Galen said, returning the old dwarven greeting. He glanced about at the barren shelves. “It looks as though we’ve had a good morning already.”

Cephas stomped out of the forge room and into the front of the shop. His leather apron was draped over his squat, powerful body. The dwarf’s chest, shoulders, back, and arms were all so hairy that Galen had trouble knowing where his friend’s hair and beard ended and his body began. He wore soiled cloth breeches—a concession to the modesty of human women, he said—and thick boots. “Aye. Steel’s been flowing out er door. Gold been flowin’ in. S’posing that what yer wanting er, eh?”

“I do, indeed.” Galen smiled. Cephas was still rather fuzzy on the concept of trading one metal for another—especially such a useful metal as steel for such nonsense as a soft and useless metal like gold.

“Well, bags of it now er the strongbox,” Cephas said, pointing with a huge, callused hand toward the forge. “Iron we got some. Steel mostly gone. Forging some now er out we.”

“Thanks, Cephas.” Galen glanced about the shop, then stepped past the blind dwarf and climbed up the short staircase at the back. “I . . . I think I’ll take a few more turns at that inlay casting for the Kath.”

Cephas reached up, gripping Galen’s arm with terrible strength. The old dwarf never turned his head nor even seemed to look at the young smithy from behind his cloth-mask.

“Near time er Election,” the dwarf rattled under his breath for Galen’s ears alone. “The human priests look er you, friend.”

Galen spoke quietly back. “They’ve never looked there yet—and the Pir monks never change. Every year they follow the same old search—and every year they miss me.”

“Maybe this year change, er is?”

“No, the Pir are as predictable as the sunrise, Cephas. All I need to do is wait until the Pir monks and local Guardians finish their sweep and I’m safe.”

“Maybe they catch you joining the crowd, eh? Maybe they catch you going in?”

“Relax.” Galen smacked his hand hard against the old dwarf’s back. He had long ago learned that Cephas only took it as a show of affection if he hit him really hard. “I’ve done this for years. Besides, they’re looking to keep people from leaving the square—not from going in!”

Galen stepped past the dwarf and sat down at his workbench. The casting mold for the relief sat where he had left it yesterday. The tools remained next to the long stone mold where he had carefully arranged them the night before. Here is where his craft shown. His molds were intricate and beautiful, showing a delicate and artistic hand in a medium that was often more brutish.

“Short too is nose my!” squawked the third figure from the center of the mold.

“Sorry,” Galen whispered. He picked up a burnishing tool and began shaving out the hollow for the nose, making it slightly longer. He never could understand why the reverse casting molds always spoke to him backwards. He was soon so lost in his work that he did not even see her approaching.

“Hey, craftsman—up here!” someone said.

“What?” Galen looked up somewhat confused. Who was speaking to him forward?

Berkita was laughing at him. She was already in her Festival dress, a beautiful pattern of rust colors that reminded him of the leaves turning. Matching ribbons streamed down her back from her hair.

“You cannot force the mold, you know.” Berkita spoke mockingly as she repeated the words he had said far too often to her. “You have to let the stone take you to places that are—”

“Yes, that are bigger than yourself.” Galen laughed, setting down the burnishing tool. “I thought I told you I’d meet you in the square?”

“So you did.” She smiled crookedly back at him. “Still, I thought I’d come and collect you. The Election is about to start, and the blessing is right after.”

“I’ve had my blessing for the day, thank you.” He chuckled, grabbing her and wrapping his arms suddenly around her waist.

She pushed him away halfheartedly. “Perhaps so—but you promised me, nevertheless— Hey, careful where you put that ‘delicate hand’ you’re always bragging about!”

He released her with no small reluctance. “That’s a delicate hand and an eye willing to see what is possible rather than what is.”

“So you’ve said more times than I care to count.” She tried to smooth out the wrinkles he had just put in her bright Festival dress. She stepped behind Galen, leaning her chin on his shoulder as she peered down at his work. “Still, this one looks like it’s your best yet, my love.”

Galen grunted his agreement, turning back to the work. It also helps when the stone talks back to you and tells you where you are making mistakes, he thought ruefully. Better not to mention that little secret.

Berkita, however, was not one to be easily denied. “Oh, leave it, Galen!” she said, tugging at his sleeve and bestowing one of her most formidable pouts in his direction. “We’re going to miss it!”

Galen glanced at the street outside the shop. The crowds of the morning had noticeably thinned, and those people that remained were moving hurriedly toward the square.

“I’ve already told you, I’ll be there as soon as I take care of—”

“Galen, please, just this once you could leave the work and—”

The gruff, familiar voice rumbled behind them both. “Your pardon, please.” Cephas’s voice sounded like gravel. “Galen, I have some trouble er forge. Give er hand, by a good lad?”

Galen glanced at the dwarf. Cephas had his head down, shuffling his large, booted feet.

“Ah, there, you see,” Galen quickly said to Berkita. “Look, you run up and get us a place by the tall oak on the east side. I’ll take care of this little problem and be there as soon as I can.”

Berkita’s violet eyes narrowed at him.

“You want a good spot for the blessing, don’t you?” Galen said sweetly. “I’ll be right there, I promise.”

Her voice conveyed cold determination and a hot anger that were both barely controlled. “Galen Arvad, if you miss this Blessing of the Eye and Talon, I swear you’ll be sleeping above the forge again, you hear me?”

“Yes, I hear you. Now stop wasting time and go get us our blessing place!” He swatted at her as she turned, and she was careful to only almost get out of the way. Her bright ribbons bounced with her beautiful dark hair. She smiled warily back at Galen and with a quick warning glance hurried up the street.

Galen and Cephas watched her go.

“Better you should tell her, eh?” Cephas sniffed.

“No.” Galen shook his head sadly. “Better I should get well, and better you should get out of here before the Pir monks show up.”

Cephas grunted, tugging at his forge apron. He hung it near the furnace, then disappeared into his little cavern at the back of the shop. Moments later he reappeared, pulling an oversized tunic over his head.

Galen could not help but laugh. “Where did you get that?”

The yellow-colored tunic was gaudily embroidered with white flowers and green vines. It was barely large enough to fit around the dwarf’s middle, but the sleeves had to be rolled up to accommodate his short arms. He had pushed an absolutely mammoth brimmed hat on his head down to his ears. Three long purple feathers stuck vertically from its brim.

Cephas placed both fists on his wide hips. “What wrong ye? Festival er is, eh?”

“Yes, it is Festival indeed,” Galen responded. Not for the first time did he question the wisdom of having a blind dwarf determine fashion for himself. “You look very . . . festive.”

“Aye, festive is as er was!” Cephas responded proudly. “Gods of men no use to dwarves er is, but Cephas join for any dance or feast er is!” The dwarf clomped off to the opening at the front of the shop, touched the northern frame of the door, and pulled out his walking stick. He seemed almost sighted when it came to the shop itself, moving with confidence and working the furnace, forge, and bellows with ease. Yet he rarely left the shop, and on those occasions when he did, he had to make his way more carefully about town by feel and whatever other senses he relied upon.

Cephas was not truly blind, of course, no more so than any other dwarf, Galen supposed. Underground, in the dark tunnels of the dwarven realms, he could no doubt see as clearly as Galen could at noon above ground. It was the light of the surface that blinded him—even the stars, he said, burned his eyes. Galen wondered what had driven such a talented and amiable dwarf as Cephas out from among his own kind. Those times he had tried to broach the subject, Cephas had been very clear in not wishing to talk about it.

Occasionally, Galen satisfied this hole in his knowledge by making up stories. Perhaps Cephas was a merchant lost from his normal trade routes and too proud to admit his mistake. Perhaps he was a bandit cast out by his renegade brothers when he sought to go straight. To Galen, Cephas had a thousand histories all at once, and none of them true.

Galen sighed. Not much time to dwell on such things now, he decided. He hurried up the stairs to his old apartment, opened the package he had left there, and pulled out his own Festival costume. It was a light blue shirt with a rose-colored doublet. He thought he would cut quite a handsome figure in the outfit. Berkita, he knew, would be impressed.

The great trumpets atop the Kath-Drakonis were sounding. It was the call to the Election. There was not much time left.

Still, it wouldn’t do to get his costume dirty. He laid it out carefully on the old bed and then hurried back downstairs.

The reversed carving Galen had been working on the table began to move. The figures turned their faces toward him, whispering. “Closer come! Closer come! Tell to secrets have we!”

Galen moved quickly to the forge and reached down, pressing against the eastern edge of a particular paving stone. In a moment, the stone door swung open in the floor. Cephas himself had designed the counterweight stone door. Its artistry was so good that when closed it vanished into the stones that blanketed the floor of the forge. With a last glance around the foundry room, Galen swung down through the opening, pulling the door closed above him.

It was not technically a cavern, or even a cave. It was more like a cellar that had been carefully hidden from the prying eyes of his neighbors. The pitch-black room had been carefully caulked by the dwarf to admit no light whatsoever. Galen had first thought that the dwarf wanted the space as somewhere to sleep without having to wear the blindfold that kept out the light of the upper world. Cephas, however, preferred to sleep next to the forge itself. What use the dwarf had for this room, then, was something of a mystery to Galen.

However, its usefulness to Galen was obvious. Here he could hide without fear of being discovered by the Pir monks. The room was not wide but it ran east under the floorboards of the storefront, allowing Galen to hear what was going on in the shop above.

He did not have long to wait. As predictable as the sunrise, Galen thought as he smiled to himself. The footfalls of the Pir monks shook dust down on him as they moved through the shop. He could even hear them fingering some of his wares. It was something of a game each year between the merchants and the monks. The merchants would purposefully leave out a few items, knowing that the monks would pilfer them. The monks, in turn, seemed to know where the line between offering and theft was drawn. There were occasional problems down through the years, but the local priestess was always good about moderating any hard feelings. As he crouched in the darkness, he could hear some of his own wares lightly clanging as they left his shop. For him it was rather like putting a bell around the neck of a cat: he could always tell when the monks were gone by the silence of his own gifts.

Through the floorboards, he heard the muffled sound of the horns, but their tune had changed. Now they sounded the Reveler’s Trump. Somewhere up there, the parade was beginning. By tradition, the fools and jesters led the procession, symbols of the Mad Emperors of Rhamas. It ended with the Dragon Priest taking his position on the Kath steps. The Election would be next.

Galen waited a few moments, then released a quiet sigh of relief. The jingling overhead had receded along with the booted footsteps. They were leaving. He visualized their robes moving down the street, checking each shop for anyone like him who actually was trying to avoid the Election. He purposefully waited longer still just to be sure, and then stepped gingerly back under the stone door.

He had performed his reappearing act before. Ever since he was fourteen and the voices started coming to him, he had feared someone would make a mistake and include him in the Election. At first he had gone unnoticed, hiding in the Whethril Woods or by the waterfall until it was all over. His mother had died when he was very young and he never knew what happened to his father, who was gone by the time he was twelve. The Pir monks had taken charge of him then and apprenticed him to a trade almost at once. The older he grew, the more difficult it was to escape the notice of friends and acquaintances in the town, but each year, with increasing skill, he had managed it.

Today, he knew, would be the most difficult of all, but he had been thinking about this a long time. Arriving at the Festival in the all-too-brief lull between the Election itself and the blessing was a fine hair to split. Nevertheless, for the love of his dear wife he needed to make this work. He knew that eventually down the years he would run out of excuses, but the voices, he was convinced, had grown less over the last year. He hoped that they would disappear entirely, thanks to the good influence of his beloved Berkita.

Galen tilted his head. There were no further noises from above except the distant rumbles of the crowd up at the north end of the Processional. The revels were almost finished—and there was no noise from the shop above. With a final careful pause to be sure, he pushed the stone trapdoor silently upward and climbed back into the forge room.

The shop front was still, as was Processional Street beyond. Not a soul could be seen in what had only a short time ago been teeming with activity. This was all going exactly as he had planned.

Galen gingerly climbed the stairs to his old rooms, pulling off his old tunic as he went. He quickly changed into his Festival costume, smiling as he pulled on his rose doublet. He tugged at it to straighten the seams and smoothed its heavily embroidered cloth.

“She’s going to love me in it!” he spoke out loud.

“You look ridiculous in it!” said the doorknob.

“What do you know of fashion?” Galen did not mind speaking with the voices when he was alone. He simply considered it the same as when other people spoke to themselves. “You’re just a doorknob.”

“I can’t keep them out anymore,” the doorknob responded nonsensically. “They’re coming in and I can’t keep them out.”

A deep fanfare rumbled through the walls, followed at once by a roar from the distant crowd.

“Sorry, no time to chat,” Galen said, twisting the doorknob and opening the door.

He quietly slipped down the stairs. He needed to be ready for his dash up the Processional. Timing was everything. He might have tried to go back up Barb’s Lane, but the thought of confronting all those voices made him physically ill.

“Galen! Back go!” said the stone figures in the carved mold. “Darkness the in stay. Safe is it where stay!”

The voices in his own shop were bad enough, he thought ruefully. Every remaining piece in the forge seemed to be talking to him all at once.

“Fly, boy, fly! There’s a destiny . . . a fate that is your doom and your redemption . . .”

“Lost! Lost! All is lost!”

“Never go home again. The world is changing, madly changing . . .”

It was always worse at Festival, he reminded himself, tying the closure on the doublet. He turned the corner at the base of the stairs. It is always worse at—

Galen stopped suddenly, frozen in fear and astonishment.

A ghost was standing in his shop.

The monk from his dream!

“You!” Galen blurted.

“You!” the monk yelped back at nearly the same instant.

They both stood there, locked in an impossibly long moment, unable to move or utter another sound. The gaunt Inquisitor appeared to be every bit as astonished as Galen. He was identical in every detail to the man in his dream.

Slowly, the monk spoke.

“I . . . know you!”

Galen stumbled desperately backward, slamming against his workbench. His tools scattered in a loud clattering on the floor. The delicate mold shattered with a thunderous crack against the foundry floor stones. Galen clawed his way past the iron door into the forge room, then pulled hard at the squealing door into the empty storage yard beyond.

“Wait!” yelled the Inquisitor. “Come back!”

Galen turned to his left, dashing down the narrow alley south.

“Run, Galen!” the broken signs in the alley yelled. “He’s coming! He’s coming!”

“Stop!” the monk was shouting, his voice somewhere behind Galen.

Cagger’s Row ran diagonally down toward the harbor. Maybe if he could get down to the harbor, then east down the shore, there were places where he could hide, places he knew that they would never find him.

A voice called from somewhere nearby. “Halt! Stand, in Vasska’s name!”

The Pir Guardians! They were supposed to be up at the square—they were never in the town streets during the Election! He cast about, searching for some avenue of escape. 

The shops about him were all open for the inspection of the monks, so he ducked into Dav Jekin’s chart shop. In the back, he searched the racks of fishing and navigational charts that lined the walls, but an exit eluded him.

The charts all sang to him, their voices a jumble of sounds competing for his attention as he moved among them. “Faraway lands . . . Exotic and frightful ports . . . The roads we take do not always lead us where we thought to go . . .”

“No! Please stop!” It was the Inquisitor again! He had followed Galen into the shop.

Galen frantically dashed through the racks of charts. Suddenly he found it—the door to the back alley. If he could just duck into that alley and through a few additional shops, he might buy himself enough time to lose the monks and miss the Election as well.

“Dreams of places beyond the horizon . . . destinies not yet realized . . .”

“Please,” the monk called out to him, “all I want is . . .”

“This way,” the door called to him. “This is the way . . .”

Galen pulled open the door.

The Guardians were waiting for him on the other side. Their strong hands grasped him at once, pulling him out. They dragged him back down the alley and up the Processional past his own shop.

“You’re late,” a Guardian intoned flatly, “but not too late for the Election.”

Glancing back, Galen could see the ghost from his dream standing before his own shop.
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The Guardians’ hands were rough and callused. Strange, he thought, that he should remember that detail. His world was crumbling around him yet all he could think of at the time were those rough hands against the fine cloth of his rose-colored tunic.

The disintegration of his plans was trumpeted with unheard voices the length of the street. The carved posts and pillars each cried out to him, wailing and warning. The rush of their sound filled his head. It came just as it had come every year, but he had never been this close to the Election itself. In years past, Galen had always instinctively gauged his safety in terms of just how far he could get away from the Election. Now the Guardians dragged him—nearly carried him—closer to the dread place.

The various carvings that adorned the shops of the Processional seemed to all be talking at once.

“Fight them, Galen! Give us a show!”

“Flee! Your life and your future . . . flee them both!”

“. . . telling you once and for all . . .”

His life as a smithy had made him strong, but he was nevertheless no match for his captors. They were the Guardians of Vasska, both feared and revered by everyone he knew. Even if he could somehow break free of them, he knew his own friends and neighbors would aid the monks of the Inquisition in hunting him down—if he were of the Elect.

If he were one of the Elect? As they neared the edges of the square, Galen snatched at another thought. Perhaps it would not be as bad as he feared. He had run from this black monster of the night for so many years, perhaps it would not be so fearsome in the bright light of day, faced down eye to eye and toe to toe. Perhaps it was just an irrational childhood fear that caused him each year to run and hide. Perhaps he was stronger than the doubting words that his illness whispered in his head.

“Galen! Woe and doom! Weep for our Galen!”

“Hail, Galen! Galen the Glorious! Galen the Conqueror!”

The Guardians heard nothing and said nothing. To remain stoically uninvolved and unyielding in the cause of Vasska was their defining characteristic. They neither knew nor cared to know who they held in their iron grip—all they knew was to take Galen from wherever they found him and deposit him in the place where he was supposed to be. They soon came upon a line of their brothers who had closed off the street ahead, who parted with eerie prescience as Galen was dragged forward. With a forceful shove, the smithy was launched into the seething mob beyond.

“Galen! It’s about time, boy!”

Through the throng, Galen glimpsed the smiling, weathered face of Ansal, Berkita’s father, a huge man who towered somewhat above the crowd. He still fashioned his silver hair after the traditional manner of the ancient smithies: pulled back from his tall forehead and bound into a long ponytail. It was a lifetime habit that he refused to give up, even though he had left the craft to Galen as a wedding present the year before.

“Galen! Where have you been!” Berkita demanded. “The processional is nearly over!”

For a moment, Galen had trouble concentrating on her through all the noise, both from the throng and from inside his head.

“Berkita,” he said, at last being able to focus. “I need to . . . I mean . . .” 

“Galen Arvad!” Berkita’s eyes narrowed suddenly at the sight of him. “What are you doing in that doublet?”

“What?” Galen blinked, trying to concentrate. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve known for a month my dress was going to be orange! How could you do this to me? We’ll look terrible together!”

Galen sighed. “I just thought you would like it . . . I mean . . .”

“Well, what am I supposed to do now? The dance in the square is tonight!”

Galen gasped for words but nothing came out of his mouth. Berkita was working herself into a serious rage when her mother intervened.

“Well, I know a seamstress that may be able to help you out, my boy.” Hilna laughed. She stood next to Ansal, trying to stay in the crook of her husband’s arm. It was her protection from the jostling crowd pressing all around them. Hilna was a lithe woman from whom her daughter had taken her good looks. “The heralds have already finished and . . . are you sure you are quite all right?”

No, he thought, I am entirely not all right. He could feel the blood draining from his face, and a shiver passed through him. It was the voices, however, that were the worst of all. Their chatter and cacophony filled his head. His hands were wet with his own sweat.

“I’ll be fine, Mother Kadish,” he yelled over the roaring crowd. “It’s just the noise . . . and the heat. I’ll be fine in a few minutes.”

“Well, I’ve cooked a special banquet for us all,” Hilna replied. “I just want to make sure that you’re feeling up to—”

“Quiet, Mother.” Berkita spoke excitedly. “That’s not our priest! There’s someone else climbing up the Kath stairs. I don’t think I’ve ever seen . . .”

Her voice trailed off as the entire crowd fell into a hushed silence.

Ansal’s eyes suddenly went wide as he peered over the crowd. His whisper cracked with amazement. “By the claw! That’s the High Priestess!”

Galen looked up at Ansal. He could feel the panic rising inside. Calm yourself, he thought furiously. All you have to do is get through the next few minutes. There really is no reason to panic.

The masks in the crowd moved as their gaze passed over him. They laughed and cried. Each whispered dark noises, but he could not understand their words, so jumbled were their voices.

“The High Priestess, Father?” Berkita was thrilled. “Here? Are you sure?”

Ansal stood in awe. “I’ve seen tapestries in the Kath-Drakonis that depicted the High Priestess. She wore robes trimmed just like that. I . . . I think so, my dear.”

“Galen?” Hilna asked again, her brow now wrinkled in concern. “What’s the matter?”

Galen shook his head. He could barely stand up from the upset of his stomach and the dizzying whispered noises that whirled around him. A single voice suddenly caught his attention. He looked up.

“Good people of Benyn and all the folk of the Dragonback. I bring to you the grace and goodwill of Vasska. His eye sees you and his might watches over you. He has sent me, High Priestess Edana, to bring you his blessing personally.”

A thunderous roar of jubilation and thanks erupted from the crowd.

“Hail-oorah!” Ansal shouted.

Berkita grabbed Galen, shaking him. “Can you believe it? It’s Edana herself! Oh! I can’t see! I want to see!”

“Hold on to me, Ansal,” Hilna said, her eyes filling with tears. “I thought I would never know such a day! The Voice of Vasska herself—and right here in our own village! What ever is she doing here?”

“For you!” The masks shifted on the faces of the men and women who wore them. The jumble of voices was quickly resolving itself into a chorus. “She comes for you, Galen! She comes for you!”

Galen was ashen. “I . . . I don’t feel well at all. I really must get back to the shop . . . I need to lie down.”

“Oh, all right, Galen.” Berkita looked at him with a strange combination of concern and annoyance. “Just as soon as the blessing is over . . .”

Edana, standing at the top of the broad stairs leading into the Kath-Drakonis, held her hands up, quieting the crowd quickly.

“You honor me as I hope I honor you in Vasska’s name.” Edana pushed back her satin hood, the purple lining flashing in the morning sun. Her hair was iron gray and cropped short after the fashion of the priestesses. Her eyes, deeply set above sharp, high cheekbones, were piercing even at a distance. She looked slight, even in her robes, yet her deep voice carried clearly across the large square. “Since the time of the ancients, each fall we gather together in thanks to Vasska for his benevolence and his diligence in behalf of you, his children—the Pir. We remember in song and story the dark days of the Rule of Man. Death rode across the land and the towers fell. Blood flowed in rivers that the sea itself could not contain. Those are the woeful songs and tales.

“But we know also other songs since then: songs of peace and songs of security; songs of faith and songs of law. We sing the songs of the dragon that forged in his fiery breath a new hope. We sing songs of that great creature whose flame forged a new faith and a new hope among the people of a troubled and broken land! We sing songs of the magnificent being whose wings spread across the sky and hold at bay the evil that stalks us beyond the Forsaken Mountains! His breath consumes the enemy that lurks in the caverns of Khagun-Fel! His claw crushes the hordes on the Plains of the Desolation! It is his songs we sing and celebrate here today.”

The crowd erupted once more in cheering.

“No! Now! I’ve got to go!” Galen pleaded.

“But the Guardians! Galen, hold on.” Berkita clasped her hands to his, her face filled with concern. “It will just be a few minutes and then—”

“You are a part of the Pir Vasska,” Edana intoned, “and his Eye is on you in this Election! We begin!”

Edana turned to one of the robed assistants behind her. Galen vaguely noted that they wore robes trimmed differently than any he remembered seeing before, the robes of an Aboth. His head was throbbing but he held on to a single thought through the chorus of voices rattling around in his mind: just a few minutes more and everything will be right again.
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