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Foreword
To you, that you may awaken to understand that the whole universe is a dance of energy, and that energy is God, and that energy is you. You are something that the whole universe is doing, that God is doing, just as a wave is something that the whole ocean is doing. The real you, the energy, the soul, is not a puppet that life pushes around. The real you is the whole universe. The real you is God, destined to follow no one, destined to ignite the ether, experience life from an individual perspective, and take part in the creation. So this is for you, my fellow creators, my fellow gods, and my fellow selves, that coincidence may never disguise itself with the mask of fate and torment you, that every moment be meaningful, and that no experience be lost.
 



 
PROLOGUE
The Inquiries of Devils
WINTER’S BREATH DUSTED THE landscape with icy snowdrifts. The stark trees quivered nakedly in the blistering swells of wind. Barren ridges of rock jutted out of gravel and dirt. Patches of grass were seldom seen and mostly dead.
            A cloaked figure’s boots crunched through the terrain with purpose. There burned a fire in his heart, fueled by the only true thing needed to keep him warm.
            The taste of defeat can spur a man to do awe-inspiring things. It sows the seeds of vengeance in the soil of his soul, irreversibly so. Exile nourishes those seeds, giving them all the room they need to grow and flourish, till the day their roots sprout out of the cold dark earth and spread their matrix of branches that bear fruit of the most terrible kind.
            This was not the first time the cloaked figure approached the Gates of Septentrion. History was not so kind to him on the first excursion. However, this time was different. This time there was no army behind him or weapons in his hands. This time, he came alone. What he had within him was more dangerous than a standing army.
And so he advanced towards the entrance to the Nordic lands, sealed off from the rest of the world by an ever-expanding rampart of magnificent, monumental walls. They divided and protected the entire country. At mile-long intervals, for as far as the eye could see, lookout towers scraped the bottom of the sky. On each side of the gate, monolithic statues of ancient Nordic Elves reminded all those who approach that they were advancing towards the birthplace of destruction magic.
“Halt!” a guard from the city watch called down.
The cloaked figure stopped in his tracks.
“What business have you in the north, stranger?” the guard asked.
“Che’el De’Trezen,” the cloaked figure replied.
“The capital?” the guard asked, smiling at his fellow watchmen. “My apologies, sir. We’re at capacity and the city hasn’t a need for austral beggars at the moment!”
The guards jeered with laughter.
            The cloaked figure remained still and silent.
            The air shimmered around the guard who insulted him. The guard’s eyes opened wide and a blank expression eclipsed his face. Blood tricked from his nose and began to ooze out of his ears like a crimson fountain. He put his hands over it then held them out in front of his face so he could see what it looked like. He whimpered a little as he stumbled to stay on his feet. His comrades stared in horror as they watched more blood spill out of his mouth and his eyes bulge from their sockets. They popped out like projectiles, leaving streaks of slime on the surfaces they bounced off of, spewing gore out of the pits in his skull as he dropped to his knees and slumped to his side.
            “By the time I’m finished with your city,” the cloaked figure shouted up at them. “There will be nothing but beggars left of your race! You shall be the austral ones as you look up at me from your knees, slave! Beseech me for mercy, for this time tomorrow, the rest of the world shall baptize you as the guttersnipes who thought they knew magic!”
            The Nordic guards spun their wizardry in an attempt to shame the cloaked figure for his insolence, but he was quick to interrupt their spells with his own. His breath drained the energy out of the aether and the spheres of magic forming in the guards’ palms disintegrated like dead dandelions losing their seeds to the wind. The cloaked figure raised his open palms towards the colossal statues and closed his fists tight like a spectator celebrating a champion’s victory. An unnatural crack of immeasurable weight breaking in half upon itself and crumbling earthward split through the quiet landscape.
The cloaked figure brought the statues down like a conductor orchestrating a symphony. The broken halves plummeted through the city walls and the beautifully crafted Gates of Septentrion, reducing them to rubble. A giant plume of dust and soot skyrocketed towards the heavens like the eruption of a volcano. Chunks of debris exploded in all directions as the cloaked figure guided them to his will. Once they finished crashing to the ground, everything became silent again.
The cloaked figure walked towards the once impregnable entrance to the north, now a pile of wreckage and a gaping void in the Nordic defenses. His lips discharged a dreadful smile as he admired the aftermath of his dark art.
Littered corpses twisted themselves over the shambles. The cloaked figure approached one that he recognized. The Nordic guard stared up at him. His face was caked with dust and blood. His body was contorted in an unnatural position and pinned under slabs of debris.
            “Please,” the guard begged. “Quick… Make it… quick.”
The cloaked figure took pity on him. “Most shall know me as the greatest there ever was.” He took his eyes off the guard and assessed the destruction around them. “But not your kind. No, your kind shall only know me by the trail of death I leave behind.”
The cloaked figure brought his gaze back down to meet the guard’s teary eyes. The Nord stared up helplessly as the shadow of a boot slowly eclipsed his face. He flinched but said nothing.
The cloaked figure stepped down upon the guard’s throat and shifted his weight upon it. The guard made a painful wheezing sound as his esophagus was crushed. A loud snap gave way under the boot like a dead branch in the middle of a road being broken by the weight of a passing carriage.
 
Charcoal clouds rained darkness over the nation’s capital, Che’el De’Trezen. Cinder fell like snowfall while red-tinged streaks of lightning flashed out of the clouds and struck the tops of steeples. They blasted massive splinters into jagged hailstorms that fell upon the fleeing victims. Meteors split the sky with their sooty wakes, hurling themselves into buildings relentlessly.
The cloaked figure stood amidst the meteor storm of his conjuring. Broken statues of mighty heroes and exemplars lay crumbled at his feet in the city’s plaza.
A mother and her two small children, covered in soot, not having a clue what was happening to them, fled through the square.
“Where are your tin gods now?” the cloaked figure shouted at them.
They shot a frightened look in return.
“They’ve fled!” he continued. “Like you!”
Other displaced Nords stumbled through the ruins of the city in a confused stupor.
“Look at me!” the cloaked figure screamed.
Shock glazed over their faces. The whites of their eyes contrasted brilliantly with the grime of their dirty skin.
Orbs of aether swirled wildly around the cloaked figure’s hands. “I desire your gaze upon me as I destroy you! When the deformities of your flesh draw the inquiries of devils, I want their questions to elicit this moment for the entirety of your eternal damnation!”
Exploding flames engulfed the city as gale winds swept burning hot embers wildly about, igniting everything they touched. The cloaked figure used telekinesis to draw the embers to him and convert them into fireballs. He flung them at the fleeing citizenry.
The fireballs exploded into crowds of people, setting their bursting limbs ablaze, ejecting chunks of their burning sinews in all directions.
The cloaked figure turned his focus back upon the woman and her two children. The mother’s poise was fractured by distress.
“I long for your souls to haunt me,” he called out to them. “That I may best you over and over again for all of time!”
He heaved a fireball at them. The shockwave from its detonation blew his hair back and illuminated the whole square with a bright orange glow. When the flames subsided, scattered corpses lay gnarled over the cobblestones. Their clothes were singed off their unrecognizable bodies and their bald flesh was glossy like melted wax.
The tragedy of all things being equal in Nordic Elfin society, on this day, was that the cloaked figure also saw all things as being equal. There was no king to seek out and execute publicly, no leaders to make examples of. There were no statesmen to despoil or houses of parliament to burn. It was all or nothing, and so he chose to destroy it all.
______________________________
IT HAD BEEN LIFETIMES since Woden Caliph used the power of The Trivium to destroy Che’el De’Trezen. Burning slag no longer charred the city, the clouds were no longer the color of charcoal, but now the color of pearls, and the streets were no longer gardens of dead bodies.
Everything else was just as Woden had left it, lifeless, only now the crumbled statues and ruined buildings were covered in snow and what little vegetation this time of year yielded.
            A boy, not quite an adult but old enough to fend for himself, stood in the same footing as Woden did in the city’s plaza, when he brought fire down from the heavens and lobbed it at innocent victims.
A cold chill gave him goosebumps all over his body as he stood in the eerie stillness, scanning his desolate surroundings. Nature is the fairest of judges. It is equally cruel to all things. It left Che’el De’Trezen vacant and seemingly bereft of life, now, just as it did all those years ago.
The boy wondered if anything dwelled in the blackness beyond the shattered windows or the dark halls beyond the porticos and colonnades of the abandoned buildings. He equipped his bow and nocked an arrow.
“Just in case,” he told himself. “Just in case.”
He’d never been this far north before, but it somehow felt familiar. Something about the ancient city resonated with him. Even in its ruins, the layout of Che’el De’Trezen was mathematically perfect. As much as he wanted to stay and explore it, he was alone without a guide, and this was the last place he wanted to be when dusk swallowed the light.
The boy walked away from the plaza and left the residual effects of Woden’s energy behind. There were answers up ahead, on the other side of the city, beyond the reaches of its annihilation. All he had to do was make it through, and then he would be closer to the truth than ever before.
 



 
CHAPTER 1
A Drink to the Past
A WOMAN BOWED TO her husband and his guest, then politely retreated into the shadows of the archway and out of the room. Her midnight-blue silk gown and platinum, waterfall braided hair drifted gracefully from the wake of her fast-paced walk through the hallways of her estate.
Her emotions began to crack the chinks in her façade and overwhelm her ability to control them. Her breaths grew deep and frantic, yet even with her head held high and the tears streaming down her face, there was no denying her illustrious beauty.
            She ran up a staircase and then into her bedroom and locked the door behind her. How could it be that this day had finally come, that this bastard, this disgrace was still alive and how did he find them? Did he come to tear her family apart? Would he succeed? No, she couldn’t let that happen. She would kill him with her own hands before she would let that happen.
            She broke into a full-on sob.
            “What have I done?” she cried. “What have I done to deserve this?”
            She sat on her bed, rocking back and forth with her face buried in her palms. Her temples throbbed so badly that the pain forced her to stop weeping. As her whimpers subsided and she caught her breath, she thought of the one thing that had always brought her peace whenever she was terrorized by the loneliness of being away from her husband. It was his personal journal that recounted his experiences from the time he was young and lost her till the time he found her again. It told of his perilous quests and everything he wanted her to know in case he didn’t survive them.
            The strength of their relationship had been tested countless times through the years, but they had always kept it together. There were times in their youth when neither of them knew if they were going to see the other alive again. On the night of their wedding, he gave her the journal. She found some of her greatest comfort and strength by reading it.
            She delicately walked over to a shelf and picked up what looked like a black leather casing fit for a book. The casing had engravings carved into it that had been suffused by melted silver.
            “Tesso uns’aa dosst statha,” she commanded.
            The engravings glowed as the leather case retracted enough to reveal the common shape of a leatherback book, eager to obey the woman’s command and tell her its story. The woman opened it. The pages did not have written words on them. Instead, beautifully scribed sigils were etched into each page.
            As she touched the first sigil, the ink sparkled with multi-colored light and painted her face with a rainbow glow. She heard her husband’s voice.
 
We have journeyed to infinite worlds, you and I. We have lost and found each other so many times that all the words in every civilization would not be enough to recount their tales. The majority of my life is over here and I am still without you. Perhaps I won’t find you in this realm again. Perhaps it’s not possible.
You wander the halls of my dreams and take me to our favorite places that I’ve not yet been to in this life, to remind me what it is I live for. The people I encounter have dreams of you as well, often side by side with me, your ethereal eyes burning ever so bright.
I decided to tell the story of one of our lives together, that if you’re still alive here you may read it one day and find me again, that my tale shall be my distress signal and you my deliverer.
I wrote this to help you remember what you are, what you stood for, and why you’ve come here. I wrote it selfishly, that if my Onora is never to be found again, I might at least bethink what it was like to have her while I drift towards oblivion. If my shot is never heard, or my signal never seen, I shall depart this world knowing I said all I mean.
______________________________
THE HEARTH FIRE CRACKLED in the dark room. A man sat tucked away in his plush chair. It was not quite a throne, but it was certainly fit for royalty. He wrapped himself in the pelt of a beast. His hair was long and his beard overgrown. His face was hardened from the steep and treacherous paths of his life.
The man’s eyes were the color of fountains mixed with dirt and blood. They chased the memories of his youth. He searched the great outdoors through a cloudy window that was large enough for any adult to walk upright through were there no glass to block him. It was embedded in a wall of granite bricks and engraved by dusty, golden latticework. He watched the snowflakes fall like angels from heaven, their broken wings causing them to drift wildly. The wind howled over the frozen tundra outside. It screamed at all those with shelter to remain, warning that Mother Nature would eradicate the god-written title of every person’s life that was exposed to her breath.
“I’m quite impressed you stood alone against the world up here, in the ruins of Che’el De’Trezen,” the man said. “Less than half the age of the man who destroyed it.”
His words were met by dead air.
The fire’s glow brought the trophies of the man’s conquests to life. There was a bearskin rug at his feet. Its soul still resonated from the dark hollows of its eyes and the gape in its mouth.
There were jewel-encrusted chalices on the mantle. Magic staves and swords hung from silver and mahogany racks on the walls, each one telling a tale of valor and heartbreak. There were effigies, talismans, and relics scattered about, the sort of items only acquired by staring death in the face and then defeating it.
Near the hearth, a boy at the end of his childhood sat on a stool. He stared into the flames. Stratagems raced through his mind. His pupils contracted, revealing the red center of his irises as they contrasted with their yellow-green outer parts. His wildfire hair broke through his dark skin.
The man studied the boy. “Enduring Che’el De’Trezen alone is not the only thing you share with Woden Caliph, you know.”
The boy’s attention was captured. “What could I possibly share with Woden Caliph?”
The man smirked. “Your siblings are made of his blood.”
“Siblings?” the boy asked.
“Two,” the man replied. “A sister of seven years and a brother your very age.”
The boy felt his stomach churn. A brother made of Woden’s blood meant only one thing. His dreams of becoming king were as dead as the city of Che’el De’Trezen.
The boy tried to mask the looks of his feelings being crushed. He glanced around the room. In the darkest corner, there lay a small heap of assorted equipment. There was a pair of boots with golden soles at the bottom. There was an unfamiliar dust on them that sparkled with each flare that erupted from the fire. On the heel of each boot, the gold soles rose up and formed wings. The man’s eyes fell on them. His thoughts travelled back in time to what it felt like traverse deep, dark chasms while walking through the air. He recalled looking down at oblivion on more than one occasion. The golden-winged boots allowed him to accomplish what the mind had previously determined to be impossible.
“What are those?” the boy asked.
“They came from Qu’ellar del lil Elghinyrr,” the man said.
The boy had studied geography relentlessly in preparation to become king. He knew every location in Caliphweald as though it were a part of his anatomy. He had never heard that name before. It wasn’t a major city or even a small town for that matter.
“I’m not familiar,” the boy responded. “What is it?”
The man’s expression flashed a brief glimpse into the unadulterated darkness of his soul. “Do not seek the sanctuary of evil, for I have tread in the heart of it.”
There was a stillness that drained the life out of the aether. The man’s eyes glistened ever brighter in lament as they showed signs of being human again.
“There are things in this world,” he continued. “Old things… that for reasons beyond my understanding have been allowed to prey upon us.”
The boy felt the tingly sensation of the hair on his body rising, but he could not resist the inquiry. “Such as?”
“Until you see them with your own eyes,” the man responded. “You cannot begin to understand, nay, you cannot begin to imagine that they exist. But they do. They flourish blamelessly and commit unutterable atrocities upon unsuspecting populations, especially upon defenseless children like you.”
Fear gripped the boy’s heart. “Like me?”
The man shot the boy a sideways look, his face wrought with warning. “Aye.”
The boy’s throat was so dry that he could barely swallow. “Why don’t people stop them?”
The man let out a cynical laugh. “Because people are the problem.”
The boy looked offended. “What?”
“Evil’s ability to survive is cultivated by the rapacious yearning within the minds of men. It drives them to avoid that which does not immediately affect them,” the man replied. “Show me a person willing to confront the truth and I’ll show you a person whose entire life has become a prolonged, lonely misadventure.”
The boy wondered if the man was referring to himself. It appeared that he fit the mold. He seemed incapable of being happy or of being kind. He came across as someone who rested comfortably on his laurels, completely content to proclaim everything wrong about the world and yet all the while doing nothing to change it. The boy didn’t associate with people like that. He refused. It made him lose interest in the boots along with their place of origin.
The man found the boy to be a snarky little shit, but that’s the whole reason for why he brought the boy to this room. When the boy arrived at the man’s estate by himself, it earned nothing but respect. Visitors were rare now, less there be some problem that needed solving. Most men couldn’t make that trek by themselves, let alone a boy. But after the respect, a deep pit of hatred burned in the man’s stomach. The boy looked too much like him. He looked too much like the woman from whence he came. Worst of all, the boy looked too much like the man who stole the world.
The challenge the boy faced was that the room was filled with trinkets and the sort of items that young men dream of possessing. Each new curio that he discovered peaked his curiosity even more than the previous.
Next to the boots was a device that attached to the forearm and to which a man’s hand fit into. It was made of silver and steel. It was decorated in plates of Nabian blue and it bore hieroglyphs of an ancient race. A barbed spike protected where the fist rested. At its base, a chain coiled itself. The spike could be fired as a projectile that would hook into the surface of its desired target.
“You may have that if you’d like,” the man offered. “It’s of no use to me anymore, just as it is of no use to you now.”
“Blackguard,” the boy muttered under his breath.
“What did you just say to me?” the man replied.
“You heard me,” the boy challenged. “Offering something useless to someone. What kind of miscreant does such a thing?”
“I like that,” the man said. “Miscreant. What do you know of miscreants?”
“More than you think, loafer,” the boy replied. “Have you any idea what it’s like to grow up a prince? Do you know what kind of people are attracted to me?”
The man gave a slow nod. “They’re all watching, you know. But none of them dare interfere. The ones that do are the good ones, for they have no idea who you are. Perhaps your mother raised you properly after all.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” the boy responded.
The man smirked. “I respect and love those who put their foot down and stand up to me, for they are principled. It’s the ones who remain silent; the ones who won’t dare confront you that you must guard most suspiciously. They are the ones who know. They are the ones who understand that regardless of what you do to them in this life, it is much more preferable that you remain trapped here in your flesh than to be set free in your true form.”
The boy felt like he was listening to the rant of a lunatic. “Why?”
“They know that everything comes back to you in death,” the man answered. “And that’s when you remember. And then that’s when you destroy.”
“Who are they?” the boy asked.
“The Keepers of Silence?” the man asked.
He held the clawheave up and examined it. The device was retractable. The sight of it invoked memories of what it was like to fire it into enemies. The man’s mind saved, through all these years, the images of having his sword drawn while the device hooked into the flesh of his foes and pulled their bodies towards him to be impaled by his blade.
“The Keepers of Silence are the ones who know what I really am,” the man continued. “And they had better keep me alive for as long as they can, because once I die, the game is over for them, just as I ended their game in this realm.”
The boy watched the man admire the device.
“This clawheave wasn’t a weapon,” the man said. “It was a tool. I used it to travel as much as I used it to kill.”
He reminisced about climbing the tallest trees with it. It elicited the wild freedom he felt while using it to pull himself from rooftop to rooftop over impossible distances.
“I outran authorities in every city,” the man continued. “I scaled heights that most people can only fantasize about. That’s the only way to deal with a world that breeds servility.”
“To become a ruffian?” the boy asked.
“To become so absolutely free that your very existence is an act of rebellion,” the man replied. “I made every person in Caliphweald a roving garrison of freedom.”
The boy was more interested in the secrets of how the man manipulated the population’s perception rather than his bullshit fairytales. “How did you do it? How did you overthrow the government? How did you destroy the root of evil?”
The man saw right through the boy’s intentions, but it mattered not. He knew that with enough time he could influence the boy’s perception.
“The greatest way I destroyed evil was by showing everyone that it was there,” the man replied. “They called me mad when I warned them what was being done to them. They said I was a fool.”
“What changed?” the boy asked.
“The consequences of ignoring reality finally caught up with them,” the man responded. “It was the right major crisis. And then I was gone. For nearly a decade the people who knew me believed I was dead. Their loss healed to the point where the mention of my name barely stirred an emotion. When I returned, everything was different. The places I grew up in were destroyed, my favorite shops gone and replaced by a collective band of merchants whose only goal was to steal the wealth of a nation. Those that survived had fought to the point of complete spiritual, economic, and physical exhaustion. Nearly a decade of savagery and bloody turmoil left them with nothing. Never had I seen a populace so vacant, so entranced, so enslaved. I remember, as a child, reading about revolutions, studying them, as though I’d never be a part of one. How terribly wrong I was.”
“Is that why you’re so apathetic?” the boy asked.
The words stabbed the man to his very core. Not because of the content, but because of the sincerity and innocence in which they were spoken.
“There are a lot of things you cannot begin to understand about me,” the man replied. “But I want you to know them. It’s just that I don’t know how to explain myself to you.”
Progress. Finally. The boy knew he was on the right path, but he had to tread lightly so as not to raise the man’s defenses. Leaning against the wall was an ebony bow fused with shards of gold. The boy was an expert marksman already. His mother had trained him well. This was the perfect opportunity to allow the man to relate to him.
“That bow is beautiful,” he said.
A tear fell down the man’s cheek as his mind summoned the event in which it was acquired.
“It belonged to the best man I ever knew,” he quietly responded. “He taught me everything that mattered.”
The boy tried to look sympathetic. “I’m quite good with those.”
The man had no doubt that his son was even better than he was in his prime, given that the boy’s mother was the best marksman in all of Caliphweald and helped the man achieve greatness in the craft of archery.
“It’s strung with the web of Queen Ennael,” he replied.
Disbelief crept over the boy’s face. “The fabled arachnid monster? How?”
The man winced in pain as though someone had just punctured his stomach. He gritted his teeth as he fought back his emotions and breathed heavily through his nose. The boy didn’t know the story behind it, but he knew full well what the tears of loss looked like, for it was loss that he learned everything through. It was something that he now believed he inherited from his father.
“I’m sorry”, the man muttered.
“You don’t have to talk about it,” the boy replied. He pointed to a large quiver of arrows that was encrusted with symbols of the moon. “But I’m not leaving until you tell me the truth about that.”
The man’s eyes followed the boy’s gesture and looked at the quiver. The boy recognized it and knew it well. Even though he had never seen this particular one, he knew that it once belonged to his mother. The symbols were from his homeland and scribed in the language of his race. It was adorned in her handcrafted designs.
The man had to accomplish great deeds to be given such a gift. The only other explanation was that he had to have been a better thief than those who dedicated their lives to the profession of piracy. The boy stared at the man and tried to figure out which it was.
“Are you a thief?” he asked. “Did you steal that from my mum?”
The man looked down as if to seek the answer from within. His eyes made their way back to the boy’s. “Had I done such a thing, would I be alive to speak of it?”
The boy gently shook his head. The tension in his shoulders relaxed. It was the first time he knew that the man spoke the truth.
“May I tell you something?” the man asked earnestly.
The boy looked on in anticipation, nodding eagerly.
“Your mother was the first woman I kissed in the new world,” He smiled bashfully. “Years later, I met her again… I’ll never forget my first time in your homeland. I wasn’t in the country more than an hour before my head was on a chopping block. It was your mother who saved me.”
“She saved your life?” the boy asked.
“At the eleventh hour,” the man replied.
He took time to recall the deeds of his complicated past.
“I’ve stolen everything,” he continued. “Hearts and lives alike. But that quiver… That I did not steal. No, that I earned.”
“Perfection,” the boy said. “On horseback.”
“Indeed,” the man responded.
Of all the things the man had done, this was the most impressive in the boy’s eyes. The man savored the newfound respect that it earned him.
“She doesn’t speak of you,” the boy said.
The man raised an eyebrow. “No?”
“Won’t speak of you,” the boy corrected. “That’s the better choice of words.”
“You must be gentle with her in that regard,” the man responded. “Your mother is one of the most beautiful beings that I have ever laid my eyes upon.”
The boy let slip a grin. “Obviously they weren’t the only things you laid upon her.” He wanted to connect with his father and to hear him laugh. This might be his only chance.
The man’s tough exterior crumbled. His mouth winced in an effort to hold in a chuckle. “Well, your good looks didn’t come from me.”
The boy’s confidence grew. “What happened between the two of you?”
“Your mother could have had any man she desired,” the man replied. “I imagine even now her features are the sort that young maidens dream of. I don’t know why she chose me. Had she not saved me when I was a boy, I wouldn’t have even made it to Maebelfry.”
“She saved your life twice?” the boy asked.
“Nothing is simple or straightforward between your mother and me,” the man responded. “The first time, absolutely. She unequivocally saved my hide. But the second time, not so much.”
“How so?” the boy asked.
The man thought about the dark secret that he harbored. He discerned what facts to omit from his son, what facts to protect him from.
“The second time, I was a man,” he said. “She saved me from something that she was responsible for orchestrating. But that’s an entirely different tale. It’s not pertinent to your question.”
“Orchestrated?” the boy asked.
“I don’t want to hide the truth,” the man said. “But you must learn that tale from her.”
“No,” the boy pleaded. “Please. She is my mum. I love her eternally. But I must know from someone outside of our family, someone from outside the reach of her retribution.”
“I understand,” the man replied.
“Was she a good person?” the boy asked.
“As good as they come,” the man said.
The boy grew more childlike, as though he were about to cry. “Then how could she do that to you? Why did the two of you part? Why couldn’t you stay?”
The man pressed his lips together in compassion. His eyebrows lifted with sensitivity towards the situation. He tried to speak, but he didn’t like what he was about to say. He took a moment to rethink his words. “Son, I don’t know how to explain to you… the way…” He looked lost. “There are…”
The boy grew incensed. “Explain what?”
The man’s frustration with himself and the way his life had played out caused him to pause. His breathing stopped. He exhaled loudly through his nose. “There are no words I know for me to explain to you how cruel life can be.”
“Try!” the boy said.
The man did not appreciate the boy’s tone, but he understood what it felt like to need to know the truth. He was a faithful companion to the hell that was created by trying to guess the meanings of the things that go unsaid.
“You may desire something so passionately that it feels right in every molecule of your body. It may feel like destiny, or that nature designed you for that specific reason.” The man quivered in antipathy. “But something terrible may happen to you, something that I cannot protect you from. And there’s nothing you can do about it.”
The man paused. He waited for some sort of confirmation from the boy to continue. The boy stared intently and gave an unconscious nod.
The man proceeded. “Sometimes, that which you want most in life does not return a similar desire for you. Sometimes dreams get destroyed. The pain instills restlessness into your heart that refuses to let you sleep. Ghosts of your mind’s projections haunt you. You’ll think of the smiles you’ll never see, the moments you’ll never share, and a future that existed in thought but not in reality. If they arrive, they’ll keep you up at night. A day may come when you cannot recognize the vacant eyes that stare back at you in your reflection. And you lose yourself. You could spend the rest of your life wondering why God let you die but refused to bury you. You might wonder why you were forced to wake up each day, why you couldn’t just pass away peacefully in your sleep. You might wonder how it was ever possible for you to be made to want something you could never have.”
The boy was so dumbfounded that he completely lost track of the questions he wanted to ask. Strategically guiding the conversation to attain the truth from his father would prove to be difficult.
“Did this happen to you or to my mum?” he asked.
“I think it was both, perhaps,” the man replied. His expression appeared as a physical riddle. “Without the amity of timing, a person who would have loved you more than anything, forever, may sail right past you and into the ocean of what could have been, and you are left wondering while you drown in the void of your solitude.”
The boy felt his stomach churn. He clasped his knees tightly together, as though it would somehow give him the courage to face what he dreaded. An ache arose in the back of his throat. He felt jealous that his father at least encountered someone he could have loved. The boy had nothing. He was born in a void of solitude and to this day he hadn’t been able to escape it.
“Will you tell me why the two of you parted?” he quietly asked.
The man watched his son’s complexion grow pale as the boy drifted into a fragile state. The man felt that one wrong choice of words could have a devastating effect, and so he thought carefully before he spoke.
“They say that the flow of time cleanses the past, that it heals all wounds of the heart,” he replied. “But I know firsthand that it doesn’t. Wounds I cannot speak of still exist. They never heal.”
The boy didn’t understand. There had to have been a possibility for his parents to be together. His mother didn’t speak of it and his father only spoke in metaphors and whatever the hell else he was trying to say. It left him more confused than before.
“You look like you need a drink,” the man said. There was no response. “Right. Tell you what, pick a chalice from the mantle.”
“Any one?” the boy asked.
“Whichever you like,” the man said.
The boy stood up and examined the chalices, laden with the fire’s glow. The man walked over to a shelf and plucked a bottle from it. He approached the boy with a jolly recklessness.
“Choose wisely,” he said. “They have a tendency to change your constitution.” He devilishly winked at the boy and placed the bottle down on a side table that looked like it had been cut straight from a tree.
One of the chalices was pure silver. It had a dark purple stone embedded in it. At first glance the stone looked black. The boy picked it up.
“I want this one,” he said.
“Ah,” the man said. “A true Rökkr. Not one of my children has failed to choose that one.”
“What does it mean?” the boy asked.
“That jewel is a Shadean lodestone,” the man replied. “You are attracted to the shadowlight.”
The man grabbed an ivory chalice on the other end of the mantle. It was embedded with a turquoise jewel. There was something ominous about the chalice, but the boy couldn’t figure it out under the current lighting.
“What type of lodestone is that?” he asked.
The man raised the cup and peacefully admired the jewel. “Wakan. The Ani’Yun’wiya had it right. Magic that doesn’t heal is a waste of universal energy.”
As the hearth fire illuminated the ivory chalice, the boy gasped in horror at what it was made of. The cup portion was a skull that was cut in half and turned upside down to hold the contents. The stem was made of femur. The bone pieces were fused together with silver. The base was made of two mandibles, teeth still intact.
“Is that someone you knew?” the boy asked.
“All too well,” the man replied. “You see, when I kill something, I try not to let it go to waste.”
The man savored the terror that was exuberating from his expression and flowing into the boy’s mind. He wanted the boy to know the wicked side of his goodness. Just because he was a champion of freedom, of truth, and integrity, it did not mean that he wasn’t capable of being flawlessly evil.
“Who is it?” the boy asked, then corrected himself. “Was it?”
“In good time,” the man replied. He raised his right hand and commanded the cork in the bottle to remove itself. “Kri’sha. Drewst dosstan.”
The cork smoothly twisted itself out of the bottle and hovered into the air. The man gently guided it with his hand until it set itself down onto the side table.
The man raised his hand towards the bottle and commanded it to come to him. “Ujool. Doer ulu ussa.”
The boy watched in awe as the bottle came to life and floated into the man’s grasp. He was amazed at how casually the man used magic to assist his everyday needs. He wondered if his father even remembered how to do things manually.
“Give me your cup,” the man said.
The boy handed the chalice over. The man whispered to the Shadean lodestone, “Pahntar ukt shar. Jous utka natha dro.”
He gave the silver chalice back to the boy, but now the boy felt another presence in the room, scrutinizing him from the outlying darkness.
The boy examined the chalice. “What did you say to it?”
The man poured the brandy into his ivory chalice and set the bottle down. He held the chalice with his left hand and knelt beside the hearth fire, still facing the boy.
“I told it to open your mind.” He turned back towards the fire. “I told it to show you a life.”
The boy grew concerned with how a stone would be able to show him the history of any life, whether it was the past, present, or future. He wasn’t naive. He knew for everything he gained from the dark arts, there would be a serious price to pay.
“I’d rather you tell me,” he said.
“Truth is relative,” the man replied. “Our minds have a tendency to remember things only the way in which they happened to us, the way they made us feel. It results in us inadvertently lying about what we experienced.”
The man raised his right hand towards the flame like a person trying to pet a wild animal. The fire danced enthusiastically in the reflection of his irises as their façade glowed with its unpredictable movement. He called the fire by its name and commanded it not to burn him.
“Chath,” he said. “Xun naut flamgra ussa.”
The boy stared in disbelief as the man put his hand into the flames. It was as simple as someone dipping his hand into a fountain.
The man commanded the fire to lend him its heat. “Tlu’og ussa dosst morn’lo.”
He looked down into the chalice and observed the brandy. As it began to form bubbles and steam, he pulled his hand away from the fire. He set the cup down on the side table and motioned to the boy. The boy wearily knelt beside his father, uncertain of what he was supposed to do.
“Are you familiar with equipoise?” the man asked.
The boy shook his head. “It’s forbidden.”
“Most call it magic,” the man said. “As though it’s some sort of lost art form that must be learned through ancient sages. But it’s not. It’s merely symmetry, oneness, harmony, and affinity. It’s as simple as being present. Everyone can do it. Some are simply more in tune with it than others.”
“Why is it so rare to see it practiced?” the boy asked.
“Because we live in a world of fools,” the man replied. “The self-proclaimed master magi are no different than the peasants they protect their secrets from. They’d have you join the Order of M’elzar and seduce you with the promise of embarking on the path to providence. Were you foolish enough to be swept up by their enthusiastic recognition and their perverse encouragement, you might be tricked into believing that you were one of them and that you tread on the road to enlightenment. But you don’t, and if you accept their counsel, you never shall.”
“But what if I excel?” the boy asked. “What if I exceed their expectations?
The man cracked a depraved smile. “The M’elzar magi faithfully appeased the last king in the same manner. Look at where it got them. I’dome en’i An Keryms.”
“The Night of the Long Swords,” the boy responded.
“It pleases me to know that your mother taught you real history,” the man replied. “Understand me well, child. Those who abet evil may eventually become its greatest ally, but the greatest ally of evil is always the greatest threat to its power. The greatest threat to power is always the one that gets disposed of first.”
The boy was nervous. He wanted to be able to use equipoise, but he was scared of the consequences and more so, he was scared of his father.
The boy’s voice quaked. “Are there other societies besides the Order of M’elzar that can help me to master equipoise?”
The man slowly but definitively shook his head. “Not unless you would like to find yourself on the path of slavery. It’s even worse if you’re talented.”
“If I’m talented?” the boy asked.
The man thought of an analogy. “Do you kill your own food?”
“Yes, sir,” the boy replied.
“Good lad,” the man said. “Have you tasted the difference in meat, between an animal that knew it was going to die and an animal that didn’t?”
The boy soberly nodded. “I’ve missed my mark before. I tracked an elk for six hours before it died. The adrenaline ruined the meat.”
The man gestured in agreement. “The best-groomed animals provide the best tasting meat. When it comes time for me to harvest one of my domesticated animals, I lure the animal away from its herd with an exquisite meal. A farmer does the same as he lures his sheep to the slaughter. The ruling class does the same as it frightens its population with staged bloodshed, and then corals them towards tranquility by offering a solution that tricks them into exchanging freedom for security. The Knights Lerretheur does the same with their paladins, who think they’re scouring the earth on a witch hunt, destroying evil abroad, but all they’re really doing is destroying the freethinkers and the people whose ideas disrupt the ruling class’ status quo. The Order of M’elzar does the same with its magi. To kill something when it least expects it yields the best bounty.”
The boy tried to figure out how the man was relating this to the practice of magic. “So then, to learn equipoise, I must avoid those who try to harvest my potential?”
The man was impressed. “To become a master of equipoise, you must avoid anyone who tries to lead you altogether, including me. We’ve recently come out of an age of division where, for centuries, they have broken us down so that we wouldn’t know how to be in balance with each other or with nature.”
The boy tried to conceal his judgment.
“Don’t confuse me with some flower-picking wood elf,” the man responded. However abrasive he came across, he was extremely intuitive, and there was always a purpose behind the way he did things. “Hold your hand out like this.”
The boy emulated the man and held his hand out to the flames. He could feel the fire starting to burn his skin. He took his hand away.
“Command it not to burn you,” the man said.
“I don’t speak Shadean,” the boy responded.
“The name of the fire is Chath,” the man continued. “Call it.”
The boy looked at the hearth fire as though it were another person he was meeting for the first time. “Chath.”
“Good,” the man said. “Now, when you speak these words, do not merely utter them aloud. Address the fire. Unite with it so that it won’t burn you. Say it like you mean it. ‘Xun naut flamgra ussa’.”
“Chath,” the boy said. “Xun naut flamgra ussa.”
The man remained silent. He watched to see what the boy would do next. The boy ran his hand through the flames. After a few painless swipes, he let his hand remain in the fire. He was bewildered at how the flame gracefully danced around his hand, respectfully avoiding his flesh. He looked at his smiling father. He grabbed the empty silver chalice and held it to the man.
“Pour it yourself,” the man said.
“What’s its name?” the boy asked. After the man told him what to say, the boy took his hand out of the fire and aimed it towards the bottle. “Ujool. Doer ulu ussa.”
The bottle gracefully floated into the boy’s grasp. He started to get the hang of it, like a child learning how to walk. He poured the brandy into his chalice and set the bottle down. He put his hand back into the fire and waited patiently for the brandy in his chalice to heat up. Nothing happened. He turned to his father.
“How did you heat the brandy?” he asked.
“Harmony,” the man replied. “You must unite with it. Command the fire to lend you its heat. ‘Tlu’og ussa dosst morn’lo’.”
“Very well,” the boy said. “Chath. Tlu’og ussa dosst morn’lo.”
“Good,” the man responded. “Envision the flame’s heat as your own, transferring into the chalice.”
The boy felt himself gaining sympathy from the hearth fire. He felt the exciting, tingly sensation flooding his body as he acquired its energy. He looked at the chalice and felt the silver warming up.
“Now,” the man continued. “Focus on the brandy. You do not want the chalice to burn you.”
The boy stared into the brandy as though it were a wishing well.
“Think of the temperature that you’d want it to be in your mouth,” the man said.
The boy thought of the jasmine tea with cardamom and thistle that his mother made for him. He imagined how its body felt as the liquid caressed his tongue and the way its spirit soothed his soul at just the right temperature. The brandy heated itself up to match that.
The boy took his hand out of the fire and turned to his father. The man raised his cup to welcome his son’s new gift, to toast that equipoise was the business of a man.
“Faer zhah lil chaon del nesst.” He clinked his ivory chalice with the boy’s silver one and took a swig of his warm brandy. “Ah, I surprise myself sometimes.”
The boy grew frightened as he watched his father’s eyes ignite with shadowlight. The silver-purple glow of his irises looked as though a spectral entity had just possessed his body.
“Your turn,” the man said. “Take your place amongst us and bid farewell to the eye of light, along with its illusory gods of slavery.”
The boy was scared to trust his father. The man projected omnipotence and his answers were eloquently laden with rhetorical labyrinths. But the boy had come too far to turn back. He was physically and spiritually closer to the other side. He raised the chalice to his lips and paused for a moment to see if his father would react. The man’s expression gave away nothing. The wavelengths of his energetic signature were impenetrable.
The boy tilted the cup towards his mouth and took in the warm brandy. It tasted like rich coffee, maple sugar and chocolate, all on fire. As it gushed down his throat and into his stomach, a prickly sensation flooded through every vein in his body. As the drink flowed its way into his brain, the boy felt lightheaded. His surroundings grew static.
The unseen orbs of aether that make up all matter appeared in their visible form and stood still. The boy wasn’t ready to die. He felt so hollow, so incomplete. He couldn’t even call the existence that he was parting with a life.
He was paralyzed by the concoction but emotions ran wildly through his mind, and he felt cheated that the journey of his life would end in an empty room with an enigmatic and disengaged man that he knew to be his father, but by blood only.
As the boy neared death, the static orbs of ether excited and ran amok wilder than the snowflakes outside. The orbs formed in the shapes of men. They were faceless, dark purple entities. Some appeared like warriors and others like priests and magi. They stood guard around the man and calmly observed the boy experiencing his descent into umbra. The boy felt himself losing his balance and slowly drifting into the weightlessness of falling backwards.
Without hesitation, the man swooped in and cradled the boy by the back of his neck. With his free hand, the man grasped the silver chalice and protected its contents. He looked deep into his son’s open eyes as they emanated the silver-purple glow of shadowlight.
“Take in the darkness, son,” the man said. “Don’t fight it. Breathe it. Allow it to flourish within you. Allow yourself to become darker than the blackest night, for that is what shall make you good. That is what makes you a Rökkr.”
The boy felt his soul traveling elsewhere. He knew his life here was over. He heard his father utter something.
“Mir pholor,” the man said. “Udos kyorl tu’fyr tresk’ris.”
Though he didn’t speak Shadean, the boy could understand what his father said perfectly, as though it were Caliphian tongue.
“Hold on,” the man said. “We wait between worlds.”
 



 
CHAPTER 2
The Morning of a War
TO THE UNTRAINED EYE, it was a grand spectacle. The air ignited and shot off in different directions like wayward fireworks. The aether sparkled around her and chimed in the wind. The shimmers of light defied common knowledge and then returned to the caster. To the disciplined eye, it was nothing more than a failed spell.
Olwyn fell to her knees. She trembled with fatigue. Her despair evoked a soundless cry that stole her breath away. She was named after the goddess of flowers and the season of spring, but her body felt like winter’s wilt. Hot tears of misfortune cooled like glacier melt as they flowed from the summit of her celestial blue eyes to the valleys of her rosy cheeks. She looked back to the north one last time at the kingdom from which she fled.
Burning torches illuminated the distant city walls of Maebelfry, the nation’s capital. Olwyn wondered how something that bred such oppression and inequality could look so beautiful from afar. Perhaps everything looked beautiful when blanketed by the deep dark of night.
Crownspire, the kingdom’s eastern neighbor, unashamedly displayed its vibrant glory to compete for the night’s affection. Further north, the Grimridge Mountains ascended to the heavens. Their snowy caps glinted in the moonlight.
The wind captured Olwyn’s strong blonde hair and danced with it, revealing her strikingly attractive Nordic Elfin features. Strands of it stuck to her sweaty forehead and teary face.
As she stared vacantly out at the horizon, her temple throbbed to the drumbeat of her heart. A soft murmur came from the bundle of flesh that she carried near her bosom.
Olwyn lifted the wrapping to uncover the face of a baby boy, still stained with the blood of his birth. His demeanor was calm. He raised his bitty hand, not even half the size of his mother’s index finger, and took hold of it. His touch melted her worries away. Olwyn tucked the baby’s hand back beneath the wrapping. A warm sensation flooded her body. Joy painted a fresh coat of warm, soothing tears over the cold streams on her cheeks. She fled the city shortly after she gave birth. She pressed her shaky fingers to her lips and kneeled back in relief. Her breaths were deep and gratifying.
“No son of mine shall ever know Drudgekreath,” she said. “You shall grow up far away from the Royal Family and their prison promises.”
Olwyn studied the baby’s hypnotic gaze. His irises were phantom in color. At first glance, Olwyn thought they were a translucent reddish-brown, similar to his father’s red irises. But as she looked closer, she discovered that their pigments were the color of sunsets.
“Your eyes burn brighter than all of Crownspire,” she said. “I shall name you Aithein. Shadowlight. Do you like it?”
A noise of approval escaped from the depths of Aithein’s belly. His little hand beckoned her the best it could.
Olwyn gently pressed her lips upon his forehead. “I agree.”
______________________________
HOURS PASSED. THE WIND chased twilight westward across the great territory of the Caliphian Steppe. Olwyn knew about the different kingdoms that existed at its far reaches. Most of the races that inhabited Caliphweald shared a mutual interest in preserving the steppe and the sovereignty of each culture, but the Western World had grown so corrupt with greed and consumption that it was forced to do what every empire does before it wastes, exhausts, and finally murders itself. It had to divide and conquer everything it could.
The bitter irony is that the Western World was molded by the tyranny from the Old World. Had it not been for the black deeds of Woden Caliph, the Western World wouldn’t have been driven to such a ruthless way of life. If one were curious as to who died and made Woden king, the answer was simple. Everyone.
Olwyn empathized with the Oussaneans. King Woden destroyed her Nordic ancestors and established the Knights Lerretheur, a secret order of paladins and magi to police and restrict the practice of equipoise. With so much of the population out of harmony with itself, Olwyn understood that if the westerners didn’t engage in imperialism, they would cannibalize themselves. But she was not foolish. She understood well that the Oussaneans would not spare her just because she shared a common enemy with them. In a foreign land with only vengeance to sustain them, the Oussaneans would see every creature that moved as an enemy.
The most punishable offense in Caliphweald was the practice of blood magic, a type of equipoise in which casters used power inherent in their blood to fuel their spells. Blood magic is often the most effective type of equipoise for stealing the health of others and using it to regenerate the health of the caster and his allies. It is the prerequisite necessary to engage in necromancy.
Necromancers originally used blood magic to summon the deceased for the purpose of foretelling future events or discovering hidden knowledge. It originated when adept magi learned how to summon the spirits of the dead as apparitions. It was initially used conservatively, only in times of necessity, whether it was during droughts, famine, or plagues.
As with all tools of creation, eventually a wicked heart learned to perform such wizardry for nefarious designs. It was not long before necromancers were able to raise the dead in bodily form, summoning their rotted corpses to do their bidding.
A necromancer with a talent for Wakan would have no trouble raising a dead army of minions and sustaining it with healing spells. The types of problems it confronted society with were calamitous, as an army of the dead was more dangerous than an army of the living. Any mage that used the forbidden arts including, but not solely restricted to the practice of blood magic, was labeled as a talawaith, one who has fallen.
It was impossible for the King or his shadow government to keep track of all the magi throughout Caliphweald. A solution to this challenge was to allow the formation of a governmental body that regulated and restricted the practice of equipoise, but welcomed the addition to all those who possessed the desire and talent to become a mage. This body of government became known as the Order of M’elzar. The King imposed a tax to fund and sustain the Order of M’elzar under the guise that it was a necessary institution for protecting the citizenry of Caliphweald. It was a tax that made life evermore uncomfortable for the workingman, and as a result most people harbored disdain for all magi and were eager to report them to authorities.
Those that were truly passionate about their journey of self-discovery and enlightenment, in becoming a mage and exploring the nature of all things, found the Order of M’elzar to be nothing more than an inhibiting prison system for their craft. Many of these magi fled the order and chose a solitary life where they were free to practice what they wanted without the confines of an academic reformatory. These magi were called turncloaks. They were thought of as traitors and rogues. Originally the term was only reserved for those who willfully deserted the Order of M’elzar, but over time those who practiced equipoise outside of M’elzaran law were labeled turncloaks. Most turncloak magi are not dangerous unless provoked to defend themselves, but the Knights Lerretheur made no distinction between the turncloaks and the talawaiths.
If a mage practiced equipoise outside the governing laws, each paladin in the Knights Lerretheur was well within his legal right to kill or capture the spellcrafter. The Knights Lerretheur are groomed to believe that turncloaks are close enough to becoming talawaiths that it makes no difference, and thus hunt them equally. A renowned talawaith was certain to be killed on sight.
Most of the magi who fled the provinces under the Royal Family’s rule headed to the vast wilderness in the western regions of the steppe. While many of them would stay out of the imminent war, they certainly would not be returning home to defend it from the westerners.
Olwyn feared that the talawaiths with nothing to lose would surely return alongside the Oussaneans with the sole purpose of destroying everything that had a hand in them being cast away. They would have no regard for life, as there is a certain accountability that accompanies the guilt of everyone who actively or passively allowed the Royal Family to persecute those gifted at equipoise.
Some argue that an eye for an eye would leave the entire world blind, that everyone has a choice in how they react to life. Others argue that to kill or be killed is a necessary evil in the vicious cycle of mobs and nations. Regardless of which side of the moat one stands on, Maebelfry was the ripest fruit on the tree, and evil was hungry. Olwyn knew her city was next to be plucked.
She had little to no experience in dealing with the cultures outside of the kingdom. She grew up in Drudgekreath, the quarter of Maebelfry designated to the Nordic Elves by Woden Caliph after he mistakenly destroyed their land in the far north. Perhaps mistakenly is not the right word. After all, the first casualty of war is always the truth.
Maebelfry and Crownspire were governed directly by His Majesty. Their populations are mostly Caliphian, a race of elfin people who are mediocrely talented at just about every craft ranging from artisanry to agriculture to merchantry. Olwyn had seen members of different races travel to the city for commerce, but they adhered strictly to Caliphian customs and languages for such endeavors. Since she was unfamiliar with the etiquette of other cultures, the thought of immersing herself in a foreign one with a newborn child was incredibly daunting.
The Royal Family allowed the once noble Drudgekreath to rot into the slums of the present day. Olwyn was born into the aftermath. King Woden’s descendants did not share the same sympathy for the Nordic Elves that he did. They felt no regret or responsibility for his actions, and over time they forgot his atrocities and their family’s indebtedness to the Nords. Perhaps forgot is not the right word. It is difficult for one to pretend that he cares about someone when he truly doesn’t. It was much easier for the Caliphians to look the other way, and like glacial runoff choosing the path of least resistance, so too did the Caliphians.
Pushed to the edge of extinction, the Nordic Elves were superior in all things productive, especially equipoise. The Royal Family feared that the Nords posed a threat to the crown, a wise man’s fear perhaps.
Before exposure to the parasitical nature of Caliphians, the Nordic Elves thrived because of their reverence for individualism. They joined no collectives. They did nothing in secrecy. They believed they were only as strong as their weakest citizen, as a chain is only as strong as its weakest link. They did not support those who refused to take responsibility for their lives. It fostered an economic system in which no one relied on the handouts of others. They waited for no saviors. They loved everyone the same, all things equal. They shared knowledge and skills freely. They lived for everything yet died for nothing. To die for a cause was a disgrace.
Those who wanted war were the ones who had to pay for it with their own money and fight it themselves. They were forced to either lead the charge or silence their desire for battle. If someone was too old to fight, he must send his children in his place or cease his support for the war. The Nords knew that vengeance was a natural right for everyone. Vengeance is hell. They expected retribution from anyone that they attacked. There was no provocation of wars amongst their people. Every single conflict was voted on through direct democracy. This allowed them to know peace. They knew prosperity. They knew equality. They knew freedom. They knew harmony. They did not, however, know the depths in which wicked hearts would stoop in their quest for power.
Olwyn longed to be with her own kind. As she reminisced about her family, she was tantalized by the thought of Dregon City within the Grimridge Mountains. The Dregons would no doubt give her shelter once they recognized her Nordic blood. Long ago, they shared this common trait. Were she and the baby to survive, she could flee to the north in a few months’ time.
During the Nordic Genocide, the Elves that escaped to the Grimridge Mountains bound their tribe to Earth Magic. They forever attuned themselves to survive in environments where Caliphians could not. The decision was not an easy one to make, nor was it a prudent one. It was the only one. They became known as the Dregons, creatures of sediment, and they resembled nothing of their former heritage save for the memories of their ancestors. Were they not to reveal themselves, one might mistake them for the rugged landscape.
Though Olwyn yearned to be in the mountains, a trek to Dregon City was not plausible. The baby couldn’t survive exposure to the elements of Perilcreek Trail, the main trade route from Crownspire to Grimridge Summit.
To the southeast, as far away from Dregon City as its difference in elevation, the Nabian Bailiwick overlooked the atolls of the Lost Coast, where the Caliphian Sea swallowed the Grimridge Mountains. The seawater naturally filtered itself through the rocky bluffs as it ascended into the forest and created an enormous fountain of fresh, clean water. The Bailiwick, located on the edge of the Eidolon Woods and protected by The Great Faelen Tree’s magic, was Caliphweald’s sacred source of water and so King Woden built his empire around it.
The Nabian River flowed from the Bailiwick all the way to the Steppe’s southwest region. There, Lake Aryalus abounded with the Bailiwick’s water until it grew to be the largest accessible body of it in all of Caliphweald. Standing lakeside, one shore could not be seen from another.
Olwyn recalled the view from atop the Grimridge Mountains during the times her husband and she had stolen away. It was there that she beheld the union of fire and water twice a day.
Each morning the sun was born out of the Caliphian Sea. In the morning it bid farewell to its reflection to go play in the sky. In the afternoon it grew mature and settled west. As it reached old age, the weary sun fell towards the horizon. It came face to face with its light one last time as it impaled itself upon the crests of waves. Every night the sun watched itself die in the mirror of Lake Aryalus. As Olwyn beheld the panoramic view of Caliphweald, she ruminated what it would be like to live near the Bailiwick, in the City of Yanta.
Yanta started out as a small underground settlement that the Nordic Elves used to hide from Woden Caliph. They employed destruction magic to carve underground networks that stretched vast distances from Yanta to Lake Aryalus, to Dregon City, and to Amori Village. Everything was perfect until Woden Caliph used his power to manipulate the weather and melt the polar ice caps in an effort to flush out his enemies that fled to the far north, The Crown of the World. It inadvertently caused the sea level to rise and the Bailiwick to overflow, which flooded most of the caverns and underground networks. Half of its cavernous territory became submerged under water.
Once again, the Nordic Elves were confronted by mortality. The survivors could have emerged topside and surrendered their lives and freedom to The Knights Lerretheur. But they didn’t. They chose to bind themselves to water magic. It was the only way they could survive underwater and make use of the city that they worked so hard to create.
Water magic changed the Nordic Elves’ appearance dramatically. The ones that were believed to inhabit Yanta were never seen again, and although their presence was suspected, the paladins and M’elzar magi had no way of accessing the Bailiwick, for it was impossible to access the Nabian lands without making the pact to bind oneself to their magic. Once complete, there would be nowhere else to go. Being permanently stranded, as the lone enemy in a hostile environment, was not exactly a proposition that any Caliphian would be willing to make, and sending good men that would be either slaughtered or forced to become traitors was not a proposition that any king would be willing to make. No one despised a turncloak more than Woden Caliph, and it was known well in his kingdom that rats did not live long; hence the reason there was never a plague in his house.
Over time, Woden’s heart became occupied by something else entirely, and so the Nords were left alone. Shortly thereafter, in the most significant tradeoff of all time, Woden returned The Trivium and relinquished his godlike powers in an unprecedented sacrifice of power in pursuance of love. The result ended the persecution of all Nords. Over time, the Nabians made their presence known in Lake Aryalus and other bodies of water that connected to the Bailiwick. As the Caliphians discovered this aquatic race, they referred to them as the fish people.
Olwyn was well aware of the alliance that existed between the Dregons, the Amori, and the Nabians. The Dregons and the Amori were allowed unfettered access to the Nabian Bailiwick. Both races protected it as fiercely as the Nabians did.
The Nabians shared their access to pure water and their supply of seafood with their allies. The Dregons, being the only race of the three that could travel anywhere topside, provided an immeasurable assortment of goods from markets all over the world. They protected the northern region of the Bailiwick, and if ever the Nabians or the Amori faced a threat from the Steppe, the Dregons were sure to descend upon that threat like an avalanche.
The Amori traded everything with the Nabians and Dregons from art to instruments, herbs, recipes, weapons, spices, potions, and raw materials. They contributed to their allies the bounties that were only produced by the Eidolon Woods. The most revered of these forest bounties was Arthond, a golden root, and Xindarl, a type of hemp that had yielded the most nutrient dense seeds in the world.
Xindarl had countless applications from being used to make rope and fabric to being used to make milk and synthetic wood. The most popular of its applications was as a hallucinogen. Whether it was smoked or consumed orally, Xindral was a panacea. It healed the body physically as much as it healed the mind spiritually, and consuming it was quite a popular pastime in Caliphian society.
Caliphians coveted Arthond because of its anti-inflammatory properties, its ability to shrink tumors, and its power to cleanse the body of toxins. Some people risked their lives to venture into the Eidolon Woods and harvest these products themselves so that they could avoid paying the high premiums for these Eidolon exports.
The Amori were never at odds with the Crown, but they were weary of the silver-tongued nature of Caliphians, especially Woden, who enticed them to leave the Shade and return with him to Caliphweald.
Olwyn had never seen an Amori in person. She only knew what paintings and stories allowed her to imagine. They were superior with their wilderness skills and their ability to warp on the wind. To fight an Amori under the protection of a faelen tree is to fight a ghost, a god even.
Once Antebellum was restored, Woden Caliph greatly rewarded the Nabians and the Dregons in his search for forgiveness. He made the cities of Yanta and Dregon tax-exempt and granted all Nabians and Dregons allodial title to their property, but never his own subjects. Woden also allowed the governance of Dregon City, Amori Village, and Yanta to be independent of Caliphweald and to remain free from all rule of law but their own. It allowed the Nabians, Amori, and Dregons to use competing currencies and trade freely. It created a market that produced a relatively peaceful and prosperous period. In exchange, Jarl Marduk, the Nabian patriarch, allowed those with decree from the Royal Family to enter the Bailiwick.
Olwyn longingly gazed toward the lush narrows of eastern Caliphweald. Though the Nabians paid for it in blood, Yanta was paradise. She knew the Nabians would not take kindly to topsiders without proof of a royal connection, and alas, she had none.
Further east, the Nabian Narrows opened up to the Lost Coast and the Caliphian Sea. The port cities were dangerous. Free trade with the Nabians attracted all kinds of charters from the Old World. The commerce was so great that the Jarl Marduk was forced to commission the Royal Navy for protection.
Merchants weren’t the only ones from the Old World that were allured to the Lost Coast. Like the smell of an open wound to wolves in the middle of winter, free trade enticed buccaneers from the Old World as well. Olwyn could not venture to any of the port cities. The threat of being kidnapped and sold into slavery was too great a risk.
Olwyn turned around to weigh her alternatives. She faced the darkness of the western wilds that she knew to be the birthplace of the Lunaega Province. It was where fertile land gave way to a desert that married an ocean. It was the homeland of the Oussaneans.
When Woden Caliph used the power of The Trivium to defeat the Oussanean Brotherhood, he placed a fertility curse upon the entire population of Lunaega. The Oussaneans with the misfortune to be in their homeland during Woden’s onslaught had their Y chromosomes destroyed by radioactive spells. Not only did his sorcery eradicate the male species of Oussaneans, but also it brought about the destruction of a once pure race of warriors. A male Oussanean is born only once every century as a result of his black art.
The female Oussaneans were forced to procreate with Caliphians in order to evade extinction. Eventually all the men of their race died off, and so they subsequently groom the lone male that is born each century to be king.
Olwyn was aware that a male Oussanean currently lived in the second decade of his life. Perhaps the timing of his battle-ripe age coincided with the Oussanean’s eastern campaign, as there would not be another male to lead them for seven to ten decades.
The entire Oussanean race became primarily female, transitioning themselves from a proud race of warriors into a race of thieves. They were the heirs to the night, experts in espionage, sabotage, assassinations, and stealth. An Oussanean on horseback, armed with a bow and a large quiver, could handle a whole company of male soldiers by herself. They accumulated more wealth using subterfuge than they ever did waging physical wars, and thus became one of the wealthiest races in the world despite the lack of natural resources in their desert wastelands and their strategic marriages into politically affluent families around the world staved off invasions.
Olwyn wouldn’t dare take her child to the Lunaega Province. As grateful as she was to be alive, she knew time was not on her side. She lost a lot of blood from the birth. Her breath was raspy. Her body trembled. The sound of her racing heartbeat trounced her eardrums. She had no food, no shelter, nor the means to properly protect herself.
She spent a great deal of her mana, the natural sustenance in which all equipoise is derived, healing herself well enough to flee Drudgekreath. Now her mana was dangerously low. She needed to act fast, and so whether it was the result of fate or the result of logic, she slipped off the well-trodden path and into the thickly wooded fields of the southern Steppe.
______________________________
IT WAS THE END of Sunscrest, the second month of summer, and so the wind ferried a scent of citrus and lavender glazed with the morning’s dew. The earth was soft and virgin. It invited each tread upon it with great warmth and earnestness of feeling.
Billowing clouds worshiped the milky-silver glow of the full moon, setting themselves apart from the stars. Neighboring planets glowed bright along with other galactic constellations in the sky. They painted the landscape with the faint glow of aurora. The symphonic rhythm of the crickets and frogs created a harmony that was accompanied by the occasional encouragement of an owl or the inspiration of a wolf.
The air was sweet like honeysuckle and heavy on the breath. Every once and a while a slightly metallic, industrial scent accompanied by a copper taste wafted on the breeze. It disrupted the wilderness like an intruder to a family feast.
Something unseen and unfamiliar slowly transformed the state of the Caliphian Steppe as it made its unnatural presence known. Nature’s harmony became unnerved. It began to speed up selfishly, progressively out of sync with itself as the urgency increased.
New instruments erupted in volume and drove the harmony into a violent, primal orchestra of fear. Birds awakened from slumber before their natural rise. Flocks of them alerted each other over vast distances. They warned others to flee, to head to the mountains. Herds of bison and wild horses stampeded in all directions. The orchestra rapidly degenerated into a frenzy.
There are certain predators that never allow a crisis to go to waste. Cerlyn Wolves were among them. The aureolin glow from their eyes kindled the air. Their husky black fur shook with each muscular stride as they prowled towards their unsuspecting victims. From the rugged terrain of the northeast, prides of saber-toothed lions tracked innocent families of the animal kingdom as they innocently fled their homes. As the predators herded their prey appropriately, the unfathomable wickedness of nature reared its ugly head.
The free meals did not last long however. Even the predators were afraid of something, a power so organized, so subtle, so interlocked, and so complete that its very presence pervaded the land long before it was seen to arrive. The orchestra of fear eventually passed away and life deserted the terrain.
Only the abandoned, tilled acreage of the grassland and its immovable surroundings remained. Stillness took center stage of the Caliphian Steppe. Even the wind stopped. It was a silence born but once a lifetime.
______________________________
A STEADY MARCH OF thousands of boots crept from the east with the first signs of light. Legions of silver-purple eyes glowed at the head of the silhouette army. The girth of the massive black mass that marched behind them was daunting. It took every warrior in Caliphweald to create it. The army resembled a giant serpent with thousands of glowing eyes as it slithered over the terrain. They were the eyes of shadowlight, the gaze of the Shadekin.
The Shadekin were mesmers, masters of Illusion Magic. Long ago, before Woden Caliph used the power of The Trivium to ascend to deity, nay, before he even found The Trivium, he promised the men and women that accompanied him to the ends of the earth that he would deliver a new reality to them.
After he found The Trivium, Woden granted new skill sets to his companions in exchange for their eternal allegiance by binding their blood to the aether of the sky. The ritual transformed them into elementalists that were able to harness and manipulate the electromagnetic energy fields of nature. This building block of life subsequently empowered the elementalists to manipulate the very fabric of reality. Using their sky magic, called Nulofaer in their native tongue, they summoned the storms, conjured the lightning, and beckoned the wind. They slipped between dimensions, created complex illusions, and perhaps most dangerously, they found a way to travel to the Shade, a twilight realm that exists between the material world and the spiritual one.
Those who were awake said that some of the Shadekin learned to manipulate the flow of time, in which frequencies could be played on unique instruments that harnessed this ability. They often endured stones being cast at them and their character being assassinated by those whose minds were asleep. Many went to their deaths professing they had seen it done while their peers dismissed them as madmen.
As time passed, the carefully constructed illusions of the Shadekin lulled the population into a hypnotic state. They spun the world to the rhythm of their music. The further Caliphian society drifted from the truth, the more it shunned those who spoke it.
Not all of the Shadekin went along with the unnatural spellbind, this order of the ages that imprisoned humanity. Some of them were crucified upside-down and burned at the stake for protesting it. A message was sent to those that dared to yield the secrets of The Trivium. One had better not speak above his breath when proclaiming its effects on society.
There were Shadekin who feared the consequences of their actions and disappeared forever, leaving nothing behind but the curiosity of where they went. Some folks revered these Shadekin as heroes who travelled back in time to change what they had done. Other people despised these Shadekin as cowards who could not face the reality of their own creating.
It is said that the entire world is a stage and every person is merely an actor playing his part in the grand performance of life. Since those who control the present control the past, and those who control the past control the future, there is not one shred of doubt in Caliphweald as to who runs the show.
______________________________
AT THE OPPOSITE END of the Steppe, the aroma of foreign spice and earthiness drifted with the breeze, swirling with the scent of vanilla and clove. A legion of figures swiftly crept out from the valley towards the break of day. Their silhouettes coasted over the arid terrain. They displayed a sexually attractive dexterity. Though the figures were young, they were suitable for midnight deeds by virtue of their maturity.
Beneath the veils of their elegantly shrouded bodies, the Oussaneans had bronze skin. Their fiery hair and feline irises ignited with enthralling sensuality. The Oussaneans habituated that it was not enough to merely conquer a people. They must seduce them.
The Caliphians had a lust for these women, an addiction even. The Oussaneans would hardly succeed at the art of seduction were they not masked by some sort of honor. If one had experienced the dilemma between stealing the life of his soul mate and refusing to do so at the consequence of his own death, he may know the feeling of fighting against these women.
The Oussaneans swept over the terrain. Their glaives and scimitars swayed gracefully like willows in the wind. Every tangible piece of their armor and weapons bore the inscription of the moon, the symbol of the Lunaega Province.
As the legion made their way east, an ominous gallop grew louder and louder until it matched the sound of thunder breaking the sky. A warhorse, blacker than oblivion, more powerful than a herd, tilled the soil as each hoof cut through the earth. The monstrous steed was clad in dark obsidian armor. Its ruby red eyes burned like embers from a diabolical fire. However, it was not the horse that was frightening. It was the rider of that demonic steed and what followed him that struck terror into the hearts of men.
______________________________
OLWYN ENTERED THE EIDOLON Woods. Everything about the forest was different from the rest of Caliphweald. If one were to remain still, the live organisms that floated upon the aether glowed and banded together into beautiful golden formations. The moment anything moved, the particles dispersed into bursts of light.
______________________________
WHEN WODEN CALIPH WAS a god, he discovered the Shade by using the power of The Trivium to access its portals. He brought back a type of seed and strategically planted it in the southeast forest of Caliphweald. From it grew what Woden named The Great Faelen Tree. To Shadean beings, a faelen tree was neither great nor unique. Prior to Woden, faelen trees only grew in the Shade, and Caliphians had no knowledge of them, or the injurious effects it would have on their bodies. But they learned soon enough that those who ventured into Woden’s forest unprepared
became lost forever. Death was more preferred than suffering such a fate.
As a deity, much of the equipoise Woden brought to Caliphweald was learned during his time spent in the Shade. But equipoise was not the only thing that Woden brought back with him. As unnatural as the faelen seeds were, they were of no concern when compared to the ancient things that crept from the swards of darkness and followed Woden out of the Shade.
The Great Faelen Tree converted the Eidolon Woods into a magical barrier that protected Caliphweald from the outside world. There was an immense fear of the impact that life from the Shade would have on Caliphweald’s ecosystem, and what would happen to the physical world because of this.
The Great Faelen Tree eventually summoned beings from its native habitat. They crossed through The Great Barrier into this dimension and once acclimated, they shared their customs and knowledge with the Caliphians. These beings believed they could survive in the physical world so long as they remained under the protection of a faelen tree. Woden named them the Amori, the children made of love.
The Great Faelen Tree absorbed the nature around it. It mimicked life in such a way that it created a sustainable habitat for the Amori as well as for the indigenous organisms of Caliphweald. The Amori protected and tended to the forest’s needs. They built a village close enough to the Steppe so that Caliphians could trade with them without being exposed to the faelen tree’s enchantments for too long.
Amori Village resembled the Shade. Its structures were carved into trees, but in such a way as to keep them alive. Their gardens were masterful, as though crafted by the architects of the universe.
______________________________
OLWYN KNEW THE AMORI would protect her. Olwyn’s husband was Shadekin, and though unnaturally related to the Amori through The Trivium, Aithein was nevertheless a distant relative to their kind. She knew they could not resist the innocence of a child. The Amori existed to nurture life. They were highly evolved and driven by empathy. Her son’s greatest chance of survival would be with the beings from the Shade.
Olwyn’s mouth was parched. As she treaded through the forest, every breath brought with it a sting of bitterness, oak, and flowers. Her pace was a stumble, her legs were weary, and her muscles burned with fatigue. Her head throbbed with unnatural heat as she struggled to put one foot in front of the other.
One by one, Olwyn began to lose her senses. Her mouth became so dry that she could barely breathe, let alone taste or smell. Her infinite aches grew such that her brain could no longer register where the pain was coming from. Her entire body throbbed until it became numb. Her vision was bleary. Darkness encircled her focal points until it completely enveloped everything. Once she lost her sight, the panic set in. The claustrophobic feeling of her surroundings caved in on her. The weight was unbearable.
The pressure built up until Olwyn felt death embrace her. In an instant, the panic dispersed into a weightless, painless feeling. A ringing sound penetrated her eardrums like a needle. It grew so loud, yet subtle, that she felt it would crush her like an egg inside of a closed fist. All of the sudden the ringing ceased. In its place, a trickling sound allured her perception.
The clean scent of water filtered the pollen away. She knelt down and felt her surroundings. Her fingers foraged through vines and shrubbery. They sifted through earth and gravel. Finally, they touched blades of grass. She rested Aithein in a soft patch of it.
With her hands free, Olwyn crawled towards the sound of water. Smooth, damp stones filled her palms as the weight of her body pressed upon them. She knew she was close. In a desperate effort, she exerted her last bit of energy in a sprawl of faith to reach her target.
She landed on her stomach. The side of her face smacked into the wet sand, a pain most beautiful. The woods gifted her a stream. She propped herself up. The cold water soaked her garments heavy and refreshed her feverish skin. She drank from the crystalline river. It was the most refreshed she had ever felt. Her body stabilized itself and her senses returned. She looked down at her dirty hands and felt the sediment on her face. She began to rinse the sand off of them.
A territorial growl came from behind her. She recognized the all too familiar sound from the sojourns that she and her husband took to the forest. Nothing could be worse.
Olwyn slowly turned around to face the drooped lip of an Eidolon Bear as it sniffed out her intention. Her heart sank while she looked at Aithein lying in the grass on the other side of it. She hoped with all her willpower that the baby would remain silent.
Olwyn slowly extended her right arm and dabbed her fingers beneath the surface of the water. She stared the bear down and quietly drew a deep breath. Her focus retreated to the center of her mind. She thought of jagged glaciers, of contraction, formation, and crystallization. The tips of her fingers stung with an arctic bite until they grew numb. The moment her fingers lost feeling, they grew hot. The spell was charged.
The water particles excited around her right hand. Tiny crystals of ice formed around her fingers. They broke away and floated downstream. She slowly raised her left hand towards the bear. Ice magic flowed from the stream and rushed through her veins. It filled her heart. Her eyes grew midnight blue and unforgiving. The icy sensation shot through her left arm and manifested in her palm. A sphere of blue-white energy seethed with steam as the magic irritated the summer air.
Olwyn thought of the fjords, of her parents, of the conditions in Drudgekreath. She thought of her poverty and her involuntary servitude, of having to keep her marriage a secret because of a racist Caliphian society. A most disturbing rage silently built up inside the center of her mind. It consumed her. It was the kind of ferocity known only by those who realize they were born into a prison and never had a chance at real freedom, that the world was so wrong that the only thing left to be done was to destroy it.
As the sphere extracted the electromagnetic energy from the surrounding air, Aithein let out a cry for his mother. The bear was startled. It whirled around and stared at the baby. Olwyn gritted her teeth. She feared that if she used the spell in that moment that it would knock the bear on top of her son. The bear carefully approached Aithein and sniffed him over.
Olwyn let out a scream of agony. “Don’t you dare!”
The bear spun around. Its hind leg jostled the baby and narrowly missed crushing him. The bear sprang up, roared at Olwyn and lunged. As it swooped down upon her, she cast the spell.
A massive blast of ice soared through the air. It seared into the bear and tore through its flesh like an arrowhead through wet parchment. As the spear of ice exited the wound, it spewed chunks of sinews, blood, organs, and bone.
The bear fell towards Olwyn. She managed to dodge the majority of its body, but not its claws. Its paw struck her in the side and tore through her flesh. The force knocked her to the ground. The bear slumped over. Olwyn stared into its gaped mouth, its lifeless eyes focused upon her. They demanded that she never forget their encounter. She pressed against the weight of the bear’s massive arm and squirmed out from under it. She feebly crawled to Aithein. The baby was fine.
Olwyn was bleeding. Her adrenaline wore off and a searing burn replaced her temporary relief. She collapsed next to Aithein. Her eyes grew heavy until everything slowly turned dark.
A stream of blood trickled from Olwyn’s body into the sandy riverbank. It entered a rivulet and eventually made its way to the brook, joined the rapids, and flowed downriver.
______________________________
DAYBREAK’S DIFFERENT HUES OF purple, blue, pink, and orange drove the black night away from the east and back towards the desert. The light of dawn rose from the sea and flooded the landscape. The Oussanean and Caliphian armies now had each other in sight as they marched towards oblivion.
The eastern skies grew dark and turbid around the sun. The cloud cover manifested in a devastatingly unnatural manner and brought with them a darkness of a different kind. The Shadekin chanted in unison as they led the Caliphian army towards its moment of reckoning. Their otherworldly hymn charged the aether around them. It revealed their white hair, the red irises behind their silver-purple glow, the luminous insignias tattooed upon their flesh, and their midnight colored shadow armor. Their white breastplates bore the infamous red symbol of the shadow tribe and their capes flapped like loose sails in the wind.
There were different units in the Caliphian army, based on what weapons they wielded and what function they served, but the majority of them looked the same. They were adorned in hardened leather armor studded with steel and protected by breastplates and pauldrons. Beneath their armor they wore chainmail over mahogany colored gambesons.
Their heads were sheltered by steel barbute helms that were as varied as the individuals wearing them. Some had ferocious demon horns sprouting from the sides of cold steel while others had dragon wings spreading out of them. Steel gauntlets protected their hands. Those closer to the frontlines wielded long swords, hammers, and maces, and wore cuirasses with bevors to protect their necks and tassets to shield their thighs.
One might think that nothing could capture the rising sun, that nothing could close the world’s great eye of light. One ignorant enough to mold his beliefs to the narrow shape of his perspective could never understand the Shadekin. They were created from an idea and they existed as such. As energy obeys natural law, it may never be destroyed. As ideas are energy created from thought, they are bound by this same principle. As long as men think, they create ideas. As long as ideas are created, so too are the lives and illusions of the Shadekin.
Taliesin, the Shadekin Prince of Bards, played his xun fearlessly. He was every bit a warrior. His instrument was his weapon. The xun imposed its unearthly influence on the chants. It harnessed a power that patiently waited till battle to be unleashed.
The Shadekin knew the names of all things. To know the name of something is to command it. They called the name of a storm as a master calls the name of his slave.
The Oussaneans approached the battlefield from the west. The thunder of hooves spread across the landscape in an ever-moving echo of fright. An acrid smell accompanied the loudest gallop of all.
A mildew scent, mixed with hints of musty, rotting wood and moist earth, chased away the smell of foreign spice. The scent belonged to Neirym, a master conjurer. She was named after the goddess of creation, death, and the hunt. Her features were Oussanean, but her hair was sleek and black. Her eyes were a pale tint of azure. Her skin was smooth like porcelain yet fragile like parchment. She was a vessel that sailed between worlds, neither fully alive nor fully dead.
Neirym glided over the terrain beside the rider of the demonic warhorse. Her body was slender and athletic. She was adorned in the spikey, light armor of a necromancer. Her dark cape shrouded her from behind and surged with the wind like smoke. It was difficult to tell where its edges ended or began, for it seemed to be part of the air itself.
Neirym carried with her a blood magic staff made of wood and bone, of metal and fear. A jewel embedded at the end of the staff glowed with the captured souls of those valiant enough, or foolish enough, to oppose her. They were the main component of her power to summon the dead. There was a tragic feeling that pervaded the hearts of men whose gaze fell upon Neirym. Were she not a soulless, heartless sorceress, she would be amongst the most beautiful of maidens.
            Atop the demonic steed sat a hulking specimen of man. Beneath his dark obsidian armor, his garments were the color of coffee and caramel. A crown jewel of mysterious origin rested on his forehead, swirling with magic of fire and ice. His hair was receding and untamed as a tempest. It seemingly had no separation between his scalp, his eyebrows, or his beard. Facial hair was absent on his upper lip. It revealed the coarse, leathery texture of his skin, which had a reptilian hue. His irises were a muddy green outlined in a vengeful red. His large ears came to sharp points like those of a wolf. His jaw was square and his nose was hooked. He was the only male Oussanean born within the past century. His name was Rotmörder, the King of Lunaega. Wherever he went, hell was sure to follow.
______________________________
THE JINGLE OF LIGHT ignited the aether as it chimed through the forest breeze. Childlike figures clad in green tunics, forest attire, and followed by fairies manifested around Olwyn and Aithein.
Olwyn heard the soothing arrival of the Amori and their prepubescent voices, but she was too incoherent to make sense of what they were saying. She fought to open her heavy eyes. Another world beckoned her, but she could not slip away just yet. Her vision was cloudy. She could see pairs of legs with the tender sinews of youth scurrying around her. Their feet were adorned in deerskin moccasins and gently rustled through the leaves and thicket.
            Ellia, an Amori girl, knelt before Aithein. Her hair was as green as apple tree leaves but not long enough to graze her shoulders. Her eyes were as cerulean as the rapids of Nabian River.
            Baby Aithein gazed back at her. A warm fuzzy feeling tickled his belly. A smile broke across his face. He recognized her from the dim mists of time.
Ellia placed her hand upon the baby’s chest. Her irises shimmered with shadowlight as she recognized Aithein’s energetic signature. She couldn’t help but smile as a word from the Shade escaped her mouth.
“Namus,” she said. Ancient companion.
______________________________
RUSVI’MENEL WAS A MEMBER of the Ani’Yun’wiya tribe, one of the native inhabitants of the Steppe prior to King Woden’s conquest. His name, when translated to Caliphian, meant Breaking-the-Sky. Man’s oldest emotion was unknown to him. He was a shaman, a warrior monk. He wore the head of a Cerlyn Wolf as his crown. Its autumn eyes glowed with Sunfaer, an incredibly rare form of illumination magic. It had a hypnotic effect on his desired targets.
Rusvi’menel was renowned for his skill in Wakan, what Caliphians call holy magic. He was a High Elf. His skin was bronzed from its long endured exposure to the Wakan’s atomic properties.
Magic does not allow those who possess it to remain anonymous. It craves renown. It is alive whether one chooses to harness it or not, and like all things living, magic wants to be loved. It yearns to manifest itself and be displayed, which is why elementalists also make the best performers.
Tales of Rusvi’menel’s adventures roamed from the docks of every port to the inns of every marketplace. They told of him resurrecting slain allies in the heat of battle and turning the tides of history. They told of him hypnotizing all species of beast to fight by his side. They told of him travelling to distant lands to heal kings and heroes. He cured plagues to save whole populations. His dancing washed away droughts. He gave life to tarnished lands and drove away famine.
From the dark corners of pubs to the bowels of merchant ships, where the unsavory sought refuge, some tales rolled off the tongues of bards that painted Rusvi’menel as a villain. They told of barbarity, blood magic, cannibalism, and the occult. But to every man who ever fought beside him, his nearby presence was treasured more than a fairy in a bottle. While a fairy can be sacrificed to spare a man from his deathblow, Rusvi’menel could cast wards and regeneration spells to protect those in his range of healing. He could create healing springs in the earth capable of recharging an elementalist’s mana. To most, he was a legend. To many, he was a savior. To the Shadekin, he was a brother.
Rusvi’menel inhaled deeply through his nose. His eyes squinted with concentration as he picked up the Oussanean scent of foreign spice. As he exhaled, a somber thought occurred to him.
“Their blows shall be devastating,” he said to himself.
He cast Guardian Aegis on his nearby allies. It was a protection ward that gave his Caliphian allies a two-thirds chance to evade attacks, yet it diminished their strength equivalently so that their health would remain in balance as they gained unnatural speed and awareness. He knew the Oussaneans were much quicker than one could anticipate. It was more desirable to be prepared a day earlier than a second late when it came to these women.
Rusvi’menel bore the burden of sustaining the enchantments. He was a healer, but he was not perfect. He was a man wrought with the same vulnerabilities as any other, and the foreign spice seduced him into dismissing his instinct of whose benefit that scent served. It was a mistake that could not have come at a worse time.
______________________________
OLWYN’S BODY FELT WEIGHTLESS as she floated through the forest. As light broke through the trees and shone upon her face, the blackness of vision beneath her closed eyelids turned bright red. It took a great deal of energy to open her eyes merely enough to steal a glimpse of her surroundings. The foliage and ground gently passed her by. She struggled to look in a different direction as the words fell from her mouth.
“My baby,” she uttered.
            A gentle, feminine breath caressed Olwyn’s ear. “Fear not, Nordic one. Your baby is safe. We shall protect you.”
            A warm tear escaped Olwyn’s eye. She was ashamed that she deserted her husband. But it was not merely because she couldn’t wait for his return. The shame was born from the deep travail within the sanctuary of her heart. It was there in this nativity that she knew he’d never return.
Olwyn remembered his touch; every infinitesimal movement his body made when he held her. She heard his voice and the beat of his heart. She missed him. In this moment of helplessness, the weight of her regret paralyzed her. The pressure stung her nose and flooded her eyes. His name sailed on her breath in a soft whimper.
“Lugh.”
______________________________
THE OUSSANEANS MOVED TOWARDS striking distance. The Shadekin troubadours sang their songs of thunder. Their drums violently churned the clouds into a tempest, like cream into butter. The verses reverberated from Taliesin’s voice like a war cry:
 
“Will ye still wait for me
            If I do not return to thee?
            What else could I have done?
            It was always all or one!
            I looked the Devil in the eyes
            Then I cast my terrible smile!
            I drank his blood! I stole his time!
            Rest assured, his soul is mine!”
 
The entire Caliphian Army wailed the chorus:
 
            “And everyone just lies here,
            Their minds rest asleep. (Roar).
            Unknowing what’s been done to them
            By wolves dressed as sheep! (Roar).”
 
The song created a light-green energy field that encompassed the area in front of the Shadekin.
Taliesin gave the order. “Save thy mana! Let them enter the Realm of Somnolence. ‘Tis more deserving they die in slumber!”
Lugh Rökkr was the mightiest of the mighty, a battlemage. His red irises burned like embers. His silky-white hair was dressed for battle, his beard thick but flawlessly groomed. It hid his age well. He was in top physical shape, but it mattered not. His mind was perhaps the most powerful thing in the universe.
Lugh was a lion of a man. He served the Royal Family because of his bloodline’s loyalty to the crown. From the very moment that Woden Caliph relinquished his immortality to marry Sylia, the god-made beauty of the world, the Shadekin constructed the Empyreal Chancel to serve as the resting place for The Trivium. The Empyreal Chancel was a realm hidden within realms. It protected The Trivium from ever falling into the hands of a mortal again. Most importantly, to the Shadekin, it guarded the secret to their power. From then on, the Royal Family only existed as the Shadekin allowed it to, serving the needs of its masters. In Caliphweald, collectivism was a tool that the Royal Family used to make its citizens deaf, dumb, and blind. They performed a useful duty to the Shadekin by unjustly amassing wealth and power, a scheme that did not sit well with Lugh.
He was a man of principle and logic. He lamented the approaching Oussaneans. He recognized that there was little difference between Rotmörder and him. The Oussaneans had no real freedom, wealth, or power, because they renounced it by remaining in Lunaega. They believed they gave each other freedom, wealth, and power by remaining in their collectivist guild of thieves. Lugh wondered how they could be so unaware that everything went to Rotmörder and served his benefit alone. Lugh empathized with the Oussaneans, for he understood that were he not Shadekin, he too would be stuck in a system in which people attempted to give each other that which they do not possess.
It produced a sorrowful nostalgia to behold the magic trick that Rotmörder played upon his people. He molded their collectivist minds like dough to fit the shape of his needs. It was a spell that was perhaps as old as time itself.
Lugh observed the sea of soldiers on both sides. It was the greatest conflict he had ever witnessed. He realized how truly insignificant and powerless he was as an individual in this environment. His mind unearthed a truth that had been hidden from him all his life until now.
He discovered that these collectivist armies were the last refuges of tyrants, of mobs, and of men who could not recognize their own worth. An extremely uncomfortable feeling awoke in Lugh’s heart. It was the horrific irony of being caught in an illusion that he helped create. He had served the Shadekin to evade his individual responsibility, and it was only now that it dawned on him. He struggled to stomach the burden of his shame. He looked at his two best friends, Rusvi’menel and Taliesin. His search was sincere but the words were hard to find. The only thing Lugh beheld was that he was living the last sentence in the last paragraph of the final chapter of his life.
“’Twas a short and unentertaining book,” he said. “Perhaps ‘tis as good a day to die as any.”
            Taliesin smiled sadistically. “Death touches all men, Rökkr, but we haven’t been men for a long time.”
            Rusvi’menel chuckled. “Ye manlings of the Shade cannot die so long as my Wakan dwells in thy shadowlight!”
            Everything felt heavier under the burden of sorrow. Lugh could muster nothing of inspiration, but he spoke from his heart. “Let us be done with this barbarianism. Let this be the war to end them all.”
His words fell upon blank stares.
“Were we to have real power,” he continued. “We’d never fight another day.”
            Rusvi’menel weighed the gravity of his friend’s words. “Before Woden Caliph found The Trivium, before he used it to conquer my people, we paid no taxes.”
The random statement gathered confused looks.
“We had no debt,” he went on. “No rulers. No wars. Wild game and resources were plentiful. Women loved the work that we did not. We loved the work that women did not. We were free to spend all day hunting and fishing, and all night having sex.”
Hardened faces cracked with smiles.
Lugh sighed. “Sounds like a bloody good life.”
Rusvi’menel sternly looked into his friend’s eyes. “Lugh, the Shadekin have mastered nature, space, and time; reality. But only the Shadekin are foolish enough to think they can improve that way of life!”
The Caliphians exploded with laughter.
Taliesin chortled so hard that he couldn’t play his xun. He gasped for the words. “The only all-night sex being had nowadays is in debtor’s prisons!”
            While everyone laughed, Lugh masked his delight from the joke. “The enchantments shall not maintain themselves, bard!”
            Taliesin brought the xun to his lips. “We don’t need enchantments, Rökkr. We were born enchanted.”
            Lugh allowed himself to finally smile. “And we have a medicine man that is not only a healer, but a poet.”
            “A prophet!” Taliesin replied. “Should the gods decline my offer to join them today, I shall compose a song for Rusvi. It shall be titled, ‘Ye Ole Good Days’!”
            “Decline they shall,” Rusvi’menel replied. “For the gods prefer thee to remain a thorn in my arse rather than a thorn in theirs.”
His childlike sincerity reminded Lugh as to why they became sworn brothers.
            “Shall I remain,” Taliesin responded. “‘Tis my hope that His Holiness would designate a clean plot for me.”
Rusvi’menel conceded. “A clean plot for Ye Ole Good Days!”
Lugh found something to believe in. “For Ye Ole Good Days!”
The soldiers raised their weapons. “For Ye Old Good Days!”
Lugh thought of Olwyn. He thought of the secrets he kept and the shadows he crept through to be with her. He thought of his son and the burdens that he would face as a half-breed. He wondered if it were possible to pinpoint where exactly in time people abandoned what made them happy to pursue what made them miserable. He would never live to find out how The Trivium was created or why it was created, but his son would at least have a fighting chance to do what no hero before him could.
Lugh raised his sword to the heavens and called the lightning by its name. He commanded it to reign upon his blade. “Nizzre! Rosa pholor ussta velve!”
            Thunder exploded around the Shadekin as the heavens answered Lugh’s call. Lightning struck his blade at intense intervals until it remained in a constant flow and appeared as though Lugh was the source of power.
The electricity stretched from the sword up through the clouds like a snake squirming to be unleashed. Its radiance flooded everything so brightly that the Oussaneans could see nothing but blackness behind the figures of the Caliphian army.
The golden irises of the Oussaneans glowed from beneath their dark veils of twilight. Their scimitars and glaives shimmered like thickets of silver willows. They fearlessly charged towards the brilliant aura of the Shadekin. It is said that ignorance is bliss, but on this day bliss was nowhere to be found by ignorance.
            Rotmörder watched the first wave of his Oussanean soldiers charge towards the otherworldly glow of the Shadekin. He beheld Neirym. Her face displayed serene approval of the blood sacrifice.
            Neirym caught Rotmörder’s gaze in her peripherals. She looked at him as though he had gifted her jewelry and handpicked flowers. “Thank you, my lord. A gift for the ages.”
            Rotmörder’s eyes pierced into Neirym’s soul. “Neirym, my sweet angel of death. When all this has come to pass, ye shall know the abyss of my love for thee.”
            Together, they watched the Oussaneans advance towards the slaughter. Rotmörder pitied their misplaced trust in him. It was a much greater prize to be trusted than to be loved, he thought. Trust, after all, is a tyrant’s most useful weapon.
            The first wave of Oussaneans entered the area-effect of the Realm of Somnolence. Their graceful charge slowed into a hypnotic stumble. Every last one of them came to a halt. Their eyes lost purpose and they lowered their weapons. Their minds deserted them and left their bodies exposed to the dentition of the Shadekin.
Lugh’s eyes burned with electromagnetism. He swung his sword with both hands, unleashing a deadly wave of electrifying shock that spread through the Oussaneans like wildfire. It brought them to their knees. Their burnt flesh sizzled like pig fat on a skillet.
            The Shadekin descended upon the helpless Oussaneans like ghouls, dismembering them like timber exploding in a forest fire. Not one Oussanean was spared. Caliphian swords observed no bounds of moderation. Had they known each body from which they stole life would be summoned against them, their blades may have been more conservative.
Neirym came alive as the living fell slain on the battlefield. The ground trembled. The thunderclap of cavalry created a maelstrom of sound that arose to a crescendo. It penetrated miles in every direction. No sound alive could mimic it, but every man alive knew what it was. It was the sonance of Oussanean horsewomen.
Armed with their bows, the horsewomen bought Neirym time with hailstorms of arrows. Like a spider weaving its web, Neirym beckoned the lost energy of the dead with her blood magic staff. The staff’s jewel lured the confused souls into a vacuum and converted them into mana.
            In her left hand, Neirym held a man-shaped effigy made of bone. She focused her vision on the shapes of the dead bodies, on the patterns of their twisted corpses. Her mind deciphered the patterns in a fraction of a moment. By process of elimination, she envisioned sigils compiled from the unique characteristics that each body made.
            Neirym picked out the corpses that were best suited to host her lifeblood hexes. Like the brushstrokes of a painter, Neirym flicked her staff in the shapes of the sigils while aiming at the bodies. The unholy energy fired in streaks across the field and penetrated the corpses.
            The Caliphians understood the gravity of the situation once they beheld the unnatural glow of Neirym’s targets. They attempted to flee as the bloated flesh burst around them. A putrid stench filled the air. Fluids from the corpses welled into pools of toxicity.
            In the area-effect of the spells, the lifeblood hexes aged the Caliphians violently. It rotted them alive. The weight of their armor collapsed upon their sinew-deprived bodies. Their cheeks dissolved into strings of flesh, revealing their teeth. Their eyes corroded into the puss-spewing caverns of their vacant skulls.
            As the lifeblood hexes scattered the Caliphians near the frontlines, Neirym used the opportunity to raise entirely new allies. She cast animation spells over dead. Giant spheres erupted with dark energy that embedded themselves in every nearby body.
The corpses transformed into creatures and rose like lions awakened from slumber. Their eyes glowed red. Their skeletal bodies, twice the size of the average Caliphian, were clad in armor. Their lust for vengeance was as insatiable as their appetites were ferocious. They were the Strömlös, the undead warriors of Caliphweald.
            The Caliphians were forced to defend themselves against the fallen brothers they had not yet grieved for. The Strömlös shook the earth with each stride like two-footed oxen. They were deceptively acrobatic and their strength was to strike from the air. They executed flips over the Caliphians while attacking them from above. It not only trapped their targets into a constant defensive position, but it also created a state of disorientation. Their heavy blows severed entire bodies of men.
The Caliphians were not defenseless against the Strömlös. Their quickness allowed them to strike the Strömlös efficiently. Enough successful attacks destroyed the blood magic’s bind on the dead matter and brought the monsters back to the dust.
Once a Strömlös was destroyed, a wraith rose from the heap of its bones. Disciplined magi harvested these spirits and converted them into mana. Such apparitions, however, terrorized any undisciplined foot soldier that did not possess weapons of equipoise.
            The Shadekin cast Wind Tempest, a spell that consumed groups of Oussaneans inside violent vortexes and flung their bodies over great expanses. Each corpse gifted Neirym an undead minion.
The Oussanean horsewomen’s hailstorms of arrows prevented the Caliphian army from maneuvering properly. Hordes of Strömlös flanked them and pounced upon the suppressed soldiers like wolves in a chicken coop.
Lugh witnessed the atrocity. “The archers, Aegnor! Desecrate them!”
Aegnor Ebonheart, a Shadekin elementalist, targeted the Oussanean archers. He commanded the earth on which he stood and summoned its violence.
“Jord,” he screamed. “Usstan lar dosst ssissilluk!”
Aegnor’s words caused the ground to quake violently. The archers were knocked down for the spell’s duration. He yelled at the earth to swallow them. “Mechrola mina, Jord!”
The spell devoured any Strömlös on the battlefield within earshot of the command.
Rusvi’menel was overwhelmed. He had not anticipated blood magic. The Oussaneans did not conventionally use equipoise, so the Caliphian army had few weapons coated in silver and even fewer wards against the undead.
He cast Aura of Solace, a protection spell that removed the lifeblood hexes from all those who entered its area effect. Rusvi’menel grew the spell as large as he could, every muscle in his body feeling like it was about to rip apart.
“Afflicted!” he shouted. “Come to me!”
            The nearby Caliphians sought refuge in the Aura of Solace and replenished their health. Rusvi’menel orchestrated his use of Wakan to sooth them.
“Brothers,” he said. “The Devil invites thee to participate in his unnatural contest with his undeclared servants of evil!”
He cast Sheath of Life, a protection spell that warded off the undead. He led the Shadekin and the Caliphian soldiers under his protection towards the source of evil. The Strömlös crept around them but remained docile as Sheath of Life kept them at bay.
The Caliphians studied the hordes of undead.
Rusvi’menel reveled in the moment. “Thy fate carries thee! Coincidence is only spoken by the blind, who cannot behold thy levers and pulleys. If ye master the proper stratagems, ye may obtain thy purpose in this realm’s celestial course of action. There is no hell but to die afar from the person ye claimed to be, to take thy last breath absent of the person ye could have been. On me, my kinsmen! Let us journey into the heart of evil!”
______________________________
THE FEELING CARESSED HER like a warm butter wind. Olwyn smelled lilacs and roses and tasted honey blossoms. The Amori played a soothing melody with their instruments and cradled her with their harmonious chorus. She saw vanilla clouds floating upon the great expanses of boundless shining sky. Their pastel texture fluttered as she tried to maintain her focus.
            Ellia sat beside Olwyn. She held Aithein so that he would be the last thing Olwyn saw before passing. Ellia took Olwyn’s hand and held it so that Aithein could touch her. He gave his mum a smile that calmed her soul and let her know that he was ready to live.
As Olwyn looked into her baby boy’s eyes, she heard Lugh’s voice speak through them. “If the dead may someday return to this world and sail unseen around those they love, I shall always be with thee; in the garish day and in the rayless night, amidst thy happiest moments and thy bleakest light. Always. And if there be a soft breeze upon thy cheek, it shall be my breath; or if the cool air fans thy throbbing temple, it shall be my spectral body passing by. If ever I not return to thee, my love, rest safe knowing I shall wait in the pastures of Melligarde, till the day ye may join me.”
Aithein was not even a day old. He couldn’t speak. He couldn’t understand language, mathematics, or why men do the things they did. He was just a little boy who happened to be born on the morning of a war.
            Olwyn could see the fabric of the aether. She could see the molecules of all matter interacting with each other like snowflakes that escaped the law of physics. Another world blended with her physical one.
Unfamiliar entities swirled in the molecules like smoke as they beckoned her. She was not afraid, but she was not confident either. She felt her center of gravity shift from the earth towards the heavens. Its unbearable weight tugged her soul upwards as though it were ripping her out of her body. She resisted. She did not want to leave her son just yet. She took Aithein’s hand and fought to be with him one last time. And then, everything was gone. She remembered nothing after that. It was like trying to recount the exact moment of falling asleep. Impossible.
Olwyn departed the world. Her eyes were still and vacant. Aithein stared at his mum, wanting to know where she went. He wanted her to take him with her. He felt the most terrible loss of the most important person on the first day of his life, a feeling he’d grow to hate the most, the feeling of being left behind. It was a sensation that would tear at his heart forever. He kicked and screamed wildly as Ellia held him tight.
The Great War was the decisive moment of failure in Caliphweald’s history. It was the plague, a thief in the night. It was a war of attrition that only ended because there were no more soldiers left to be sold, no one to carry out the bidding of the masters of death.
The cost of a mother is too high a price for any child to bear. The cost of a father is an equally unreasonable burden. The Great War was wicked and corrupt. It levied both taxes upon Aithein and put him in everlasting debt.
______________________________
THE DISTANT ECHOES OF battle slowly faded away with the screams of pain. The man watched as the boy lay sleeping, trembling with battle fatigue. His forehead glistened with sweat and his eyes shot in rapid directions beneath their closed lids. He would be fine for now, and so the man quickly exited the room into the shadows, his cape silently flailing behind him.
            He followed the same path through the estate that his wife did previously, and made his way north through the western wing of the manor. As he entered the south end of a massive corridor, he stopped.
            He stared through the emptiness of the hallway, all the way down to the other end. The three-sided vaulted ceiling was coffered with expertly carved images in mahogany wood. Four giant, jewel-encrusted golden chandeliers hung from the beams. Thirty-six candles were lit on each one, works of creation. They illuminated paintings and sculptures on the walls that depicted figures crafting the heavens and stretching them out, cultivating the earth, and giving life to the beings that walk therein.
            On the east side of the hallway, there were miniature archways and pillars at the top of the wall where they met with the base of the ceiling. They reflected the bigger arches below them. In the hollows of the wall, white pillars were erected with candle fixtures at their apex. Empty palatial benches sat in between each arched hollow, with tall candelabras between them.
“Empty,” the man muttered. “What a waste.”
He stared at their bareness. Sometimes he hated living here. His imagination saw ghosts of the people from his childhood, sitting on the empty benches, laughing at him for living this way, as though there had never been an invasion of Maebelfry and the Empyreal Chancel had never been entered.
He shook the images out of his head. They were just useless, empty benches whose only purpose was to serve as a comfortable reminder to his wife of the way she lived in childhood and the castle from whence she came. The massive empty hall, in its entire golden splendor as the western daylight flooded the hallway, only made him miss the forest and his former life even more.
            The man’s pace was vacant as he walked toward the four marble pillars that stood between the end of the hallway and the staircase to the next floor. From afar they looked like prison bars. Marble prison bars. Strange, how the things you hold title to eventually end up holding title to you.
            At the top of each pillar was a circle portrait, one for each member of his family: his son, his daughter, his wife, and him. As he walked between the pillars, he couldn’t help but wonder where his new guest would fit in that scene. Perhaps his wife would replace the painting of him with a portrait of the boy.
            As he climbed the staircase to the next floor and made his way to his bedchamber, he struggled to chase away the feeling of helplessness. What was there to apologize for? What could be done to change the past? Nothing. Well, not quite, but altering history in that manner would undo the peace they knew now. But it seemed whatever peace existed was rapidly being chased away by the presence of their unexpected visitor. He knew that even though he was finished with the past, the past was not finished with him.
            The door was locked.
            The man knocked gently. “Love? May I?”
            From the other side, the soft voice of the woman embodied her scorn yet her desire for him at the same time. “Open it yourself… never stopped you before.”
            The man closed his eyes and hung his head. He let slip a quiet sigh. Shamefully, he opened his eyes and raised his hand to the doorknob.
            “Pahntar whol uns’aa,” he commanded.
            The lock mechanism clicked, the knob turned, and the door opened itself. He felt nervous walking into the room, like a child being called to receive his punishment.
            All that melted away when he saw the anguish his wife suffered, huddled on the bed in an afflicted wreck. He quickly rushed to her and knelt before her, gently cupping her ankles and massaging them, working his way up to her calves, her thighs, and finally her hips.
            She sniffled uncontrollably as she looked down at him through damp eyes and cheeks. “How could you allow him here? How could you suffer that scourge to destroy our family?”
            “What was I to do?” the man replied. “Allow him to perish?”
            “Aye!” she replied. “You’ve opened our doors to a wyvern! Have you learned nothing from the past?”
            The man forcefully pulled his wife close, her legs sliding under his arms and around his chest. “Look at me. I didn’t come up here to duel.”
            “You’re no different than my father!” the woman replied.
            The man took offense. “How so?”
The woman curved her hands around the man’s face. “That boy has in him the same blood as the heartless basilisk from the desert, and you suffer his presence in our home just as my father did when we were children! How could you be so foolish?”
“That boy is also made of the same blood as the heartless monster from the forest,” the man responded, his tone delicate and melancholy. “The one you’ve shared your home and body with for all these years.”
“Don’t you dare say that,” the woman replied. “Don’t you dare degrade the honor of our sacrifices!”
            “Have you ever seen what happens to those who become lost?” the man asked.
            “What does that have to do with anything?” the woman asked scornfully.
            “I’ve seen what happens to those that become lost,” the man said. “Life forced me to kill them before I could heal them. It was terrifying. Do you know what the worst parts of the memories are?”
            The woman remained hurtfully silent as she stared back at her husband.
            The man gently continued, “When I return to the past, I’m forced to see that I’m not much different than they were. In the forest they were recognizable. Scattered throughout the rest of the world, they blended in with everyone, dormant, lost in a sea of turmoil until the right major crisis turned them loose.”
            The woman gritted her teeth as she thought of harm coming to her children. “Make your point.”
            “The wicked ones we speak of all had one thing in common,” the man replied. “They were all fatherless.”
            “I want him gone,” the woman said.
“Please,” the man begged. “He deserves to know the truth. Please allow him to stay long enough that I may show him, that I may alleviate his hatred towards me for abandoning him, for choosing you above all else.”
            The woman tenderly stroked her husband’s face and gazed deep into his eyes. “Sometimes I wonder how much easier my life would have been, if the fabric of my soul wasn’t sewn by the thread of my love for you.”
            
 



CHAPTER 3
Heroes and Murderers
THE FOG OF THE past slowly dissipated and the boy returned to consciousness. The first thing that came into focus was his father’s face. The boy could sense the feeling in his limbs returning. There was no prickly sensation anywhere in his body. He moved his arms and took hold of his father.
            The man hoisted the boy up and propped him onto the stool.
“So you see?” the man said. “War does not decide who is right. Only who is left.”
            The boy was traumatized. He looked around the room and didn’t see any orbs of ether, static or excited, and there were no manifestations of spectral entities. He searched the floor for his chalice.
            The man pointed to the side table. “It’s over there. Take some time to get your bearings.”
            “The man from the desert,” the boy said. “He looked like me.”
            “He did,” the man solemnly replied.
            “Were you able to behold what I saw?” the boy asked.
            The man nodded. “Over and over I have.”
            “I didn’t see how the war ended,” the boy said. “I only saw the first day.”
            “The way that war ended is not relevant to what you wish to know about your mother and me,” the man responded. “The way it began is much more important.”
            The boy hoped he didn’t have to witness more horrors. It was too unbearable of an experience. He could already feel himself changing. It wasn’t romantic like he had been led to believe. War was misery. War was a dungeon for the spiritually condemned.
“If it’s still the truth you seek,” the man said. “Then have another drink.”
The boy was unsure if he could relive that ordeal and still survive. His heart pounded at a dangerous speed. He looked around the room to buy himself time. He needed to distract the man with a conversation to avoid appearing as a coward.
There were tunics of different colors and designs strewn about the decorated walls. Some were light and designed for hunting or commerce. Others were covered in chainmail and armor, designed for battle. Entwined in one of them was a famous artifact, a lens known to decipher illusion magic.
“I know what that is,” the boy said. “Is it not foolhardy for it to be left unguarded?”
The man looked at the artifact in disgust. “Many men perished trying to obtain that. But it is foolhardy to presume that anything in my life is left unguarded.”
“Why did you need it?” the boy asked.
“My blood is not pure,” the man replied. “My father crafted that lens to awaken my senses, that I would use it until I could see through his illusions with my own eyes. When the time comes, each of my children shall do the same. Never again shall humanity be trapped by such a spell.”
The boy’s eyes shot back to the corner of the room, where a slingshot and a shield made from faelen wood rested amongst other odds and ends. Next to them was a gold bracelet with the symbol of the Dregon race etched into it, skewered by a jewel-encrusted ivory boomerang. The four items were small. Adults could not equip them.
            “Those are for someone like me,” the boy said.
            “Aye,” the man responded. “I was your age when they were given to me.”
            “By whom?” the boy asked.
            The man choked up. He wanted to find the words. He was proud of the gifts he had been given throughout the course of his life and honored to have met such wonderful people. His bottom lip quivered uncontrollably. His nose stung. His face was a dam that could no longer stop the raging rapids of his heart. And so it broke, spilling tears down his cheeks.
The boy started to get up, but the man raised his hand as if to tell him that everything’s fine. The man wiped his eyes, but the tears would not be denied.
The boy knew some of the tales from his father’s epic journey. He knew how tough and strong and courageous his father was. He knew how dangerous his father had to be in order to wield the power that he did. It was a deeply humbling experience to behold such a legendary man in such a vulnerable state.
            The boy’s face showed sympathy. He could not pretend to know his father’s pain. He only had his own, but that’s what made each of them the same. He opened the breast of his tunic and withdrew a handkerchief. He offered it to his father.
            The man withdrew his trembling hands from his face and stared at the boy’s offering. “Do you think of me as a coward?”
            “No,” the boy said calmly. “I too have wept for the past. I too have lost what I loved.”
            Life tormented the man’s son just as it had tormented him. In this moment the man knew that fate had chosen them. He did not know whether it was making a game of them or if it needed them to correct all the mistakes of the past, but he knew fate had decided that it was the boy from the desert who would pick up where the boy from the forest left off.
            “Sometimes,” the man responded. “When things fall apart, they may actually be falling into place. Accept and honor that which the present moment gifts you.”
            The boy tried to think of all the bad things that happened in his life, that they could somehow be constructing the bridge to his future in a positive way.
“I may not,” he started, but his trembling voiced caused him to pause. “I don’t know that I can.”
The man empathized with his son. “Parts of you may die, never to be seen again.” He leaned in. “But have faith that new parts of you may be born, that you may evolve into the man you wish to be.”
“Did you become the man you wished to be?” the boy asked.
The man was quick to shake his head. “No, I couldn’t be further from it.” A pleasant expression overturned the sorrow in the man’s face. “But that has made all the difference.”
The boy felt at ease with the way the man carried himself. He admired his humility. The man didn’t seem to care about his pride or what others thought of him. Perhaps it was just a way of disarming those around him. Regardless of motive, it worked, and the boy’s eyes were drawn upon two wind instruments mounted on the wall above the fireplace. He had never seen anything like them before, but they looked like the same type of instrument that Taliesin used during the Great War. One of them was wooden and earthy in appearance, as though crafted from the forest. The other was glossy-blue and pristine, like porcelain that was crafted from the sky. The boy found it strange to speak of someone he had no way of knowing had it not been for his father’s potion.
“Did those belong to Taliesin?” he asked.
The man looked up at the xuns. His eyes were crestfallen yet they brimmed with gratitude. “It was difficult for me to understand through the brume of pain and suffering,” he replied. “But I am most grateful that those items cause me such pain now. Were it not for the pain of my yesteryears, I would not have attained the love I am graced with today.”
The boy didn’t get an answer but he hid his frustration. The man remained silent in order to allow him to discover one artifact in particular that would distract the boy and prevent him from discovering the power of the xuns. Sure enough, the object caught the boy’s eye and revealed itself near the bottom of the heap in the corner. Its allure drew the boy up from his seat. He walked over to the dark corner and knelt down. The man returned to gazing at the fire.
A wave of shock washed over the boy as he picked up the most symbolic and powerful relic in all the land. He could not believe it was buried in an old pile of junk, barely making its presence known. Were it not for the glints of silver and gold mixed with the faint reflection of light from its jewels, this item would be unnoticeable. Yet, for lifetimes it was the most recognizable regalia in all of Caliphweald. It was the King’s Crown.
“There are only two ways to enslave a nation,” the man said. He didn’t bother looking away from the hearth fire.
The silence gnawed at the boy’s soul until he couldn’t take it. “Will you tell me?”
The man was weary of answering, given boy’s bloodline’s lust for conquest, but at the same time to understand these tactics is paramount to preventing them. “One is by the sword.” He reached into his pocket and took out a silver round. He tossed the precious metal to the boy.
The boy caught the coin and examined it. Its luster reflected the hearth fire’s glow. “What’s the other way?”
The man pointed to the coin. “Debt. If you control the money supply, you control the people.”
The boy held the crown dearly. He knew that he was one untimely death from becoming the rightful heir.
“If you decide to wear that,” the man continued. “You shall spread nothing but debt and death upon your people.”
“I would make a good king,” the boy replied.
“Do not be fooled by its illusions,” the man said. “It is merely a tool for enslavement.”
“I would never enslave my people,” the boy replied.
“Your subjects are not mine,” the man said.
The boy’s fingers moved across his forehead as he chose his words. “I meant those under my rule.”
“Your decision to talk to me about being king over all other matters is disappointing,” the man responded.
“Not as disappointing as the Shadean secrets you keep to yourself,” the boy said. “You just sent me into the middle of a war. I don’t know what I’m seeing. I have questions yet you won’t answer them.”
The man could sense the silent tantrum being thrown within the boy’s mind. “A good teacher tells you where to look, be he does not tell you what to see. He lets you decide for yourself.”
“I have,” the boy responded. “Not one man you’ve shown me was fit to rule anything, including yourself.”
“Right you are,” the man replied. “You shall never find a man that is fit to rule another. There are only those who seek to.”
“I’ve found a man fit to rule,” the boy said.
“Where is he?” the man asked.
“You’re looking at him,” the boy replied.
This provoked the man to awaken from his disimpassioned posture and face the boy sternly. He took a moment to allow the boy to stare into the abyss of his gaze.
The man’s irises appeared as though they swallowed dusk. It was so intense that the boy feared the man’s glare would swallow him next. The confidence that had grown inside the boy instantly fled from him. If he had guardian angels, they too fled the room. Nothing dared be present for such scrutiny.
An awful smile broke across the man’s face. It churned the boy’s innards. “Celebrated men lay dead at my feet for that type of ambition. It gave my life a great sense of purpose to kill them.”
The boy’s palms were clammy. They were so cold that the metal in his hand felt warm. He carefully placed the crown back where it belonged. In a subtle whimper, the words fell from his mouth. “Do you know what they call you?”
His question was met by silence.
“They call you The Peddler of Death,” the boy continued. “They say the only reason you didn’t wipe out my people was because of me.”
“They’re not wrong,” the man responded. “Caliphians may be obsessed with your nation’s beauty, but I know better. Beauty promises everything yet delivers nothing. It’d be no shame to me if a race of desert fowl disappeared off the map.”
The boy’s tone grew indignant. “How dare you! Have you any idea what it’s like for me to have my people refer to me as The Son of The Peddler of Death? It’s a disgrace!”
“Tell me something… what does a hero look like to you?” His question was met by the boy’s concerned stare.
“I don’t know,” the boy replied.
“What about a murderer?” the man asked. “Do you know what a murderer looks like?”
The boy stared hard into the man’s eyes.
The man waited patiently for the response he was looking for. Finally, it came.
“You,” the boy said.
The man cast an awful smirk. “Good lad.” He turned his head back towards the window and stared in silence.
“My grandfather had that type of ambition,” the boy said.
The man’s posture sank back into apathy. “Aye.”
“And so you slew him?” the boy asked.
The man could not have been more at peace with himself.
“I rather enjoyed it,” he said. “I grew up parentless in a foreign land because of your grandfather.”
The boy was confused. It was a simple truth. Nevertheless, confronting it handicapped his ability to reason. “That was him in the desert, wasn’t it?”
“I woke you up before you would witness your grandfathers murdering each other,” the man said. His eyes burned with hatred.
The truth stole the boy’s breath. He felt suffocated by its weight.
The man’s stare grew distant, his tone sarcastic. “You are the fruit of a family tree that chops itself down.”
There was a long silence. The boy waited patiently. His stare eventually drew the man to look at him. The man tilted his head and assessed what the boy was thinking about. “And so you see me as a murderer.”
The boy looked down with uncertainty. In his heart, he longed to have a single reason to be proud of his father. “My mum said you did it to save our lives.”
“Ah,” the man replied. “And so she sees me as a hero.”
The boy nodded.
“So I am both,” the man continued. “Neither of which I wanted to be.”
“But you are,” the boy said.
“They are one in the same,” the man responded. “It matters not what choices you make, some will perceive you as a hero, and others as a murderer. But I suppose ‘tis better to be alive as one of those than to be dead as something else.”
“But you were alive as king,” the boy said.
The man raised his chin slightly. The look in his eyes owned up to the accusation.
“Why did you do it then?” the boy asked. “Why did you give up our wealth and power?”
“I didn’t give it up,” the man replied. “I gave it back. Our wealth was accumulated over centuries through theft, cloaked under the guise of law and justice. Our power was amassed by the unwitting consent of a population whose minds were drowned in an ocean of fear. The theft began under the Royal Family’s rule and then it continued under your grandfather’s rule. No man who lives in such a manner can be free, not even the ones on the right side of the equation.”
“Not everyone sees it that way,” the boy responded.
“Someday,” the man said. “When everything you love is gone, when the ways of life you cherished have been destroyed, you shall discover that you cannot eat wealth or power. I endured such terrible realizations. It would be wise of you to learn from my past.”
Silence filled the room again. The man approached the window. The wind outside haunted the landscape. He watched it dance with the powdered snow. “Even now, it calls us.” He glanced back and saw himself in his son for the first time. His demeanor softened. “Do you want to know a secret?”
Surprise washed over the boy’s face. The man raised his brow as if to ask the question again. The boy gave him an eager nod.
“You saw that my mother was a Nord,” the man continued. “Do you know what that means?”
The boy shook his head.
“It means you can refuse to wear the clothes that the gods wove for you,” the man boldly stated. “You can decline their invitations because nothing other than you shall decide your fate. That’s how you were able to make it here alive.”
“Because my grandmother was a Nord?” the boy asked.
“It’s in your blood. You can brave the elements,” the man replied.
His posture became dignified. His tone grew passionate. He tapped the window. “That storm is your life. You can slap nature in the face and walk out into it bare-arsed if you’d like. Sometimes the gods shall test you merely to see if you have it in you to do it.”
“Why?” the boy asked.
“Because it is in those moments that you honor your creators most,” the man replied. “You make it known that you are free, that the garments of fate shall not adorn you. In confronting the gods, you honor them with your rebellion, for they created you for it. By doing so you choose to return to them, and thus you show them that they are worthiest of your greatest declaration, the declaration of your independence. It is in this moment that you prove yourself worthy of all their efforts.”
“What if they punish me for being foolish, for knowing it’s not safe and doing it anyway?” the boy asked.
The man sat back down in his plush chair. “Life is not safe, nor was it ever meant to be. Safety is predictable. Safety is nothing more than boring theatre. It is when you discard the illusion of safety and step outside the realm of comfort that life truly begins. This is what it is to be a man.”
            The boy mustered his courage. “I want to know why you left me. I don’t want to see it in a dream. I want to hear it from you.”
            “But I didn’t,” the man replied. “I have you right here, along with everything I ever wanted. My wife and my beautiful children… all of them healthy. You are healthy, are you not?”
            The boy nodded.
“Your mother and I had an arrangement,” the man continued. “She wanted it this way. You were insurance for her and your people, that I would not invade her kingdom because she knew I would never risk the life of my son.”
Confused silence painted a blank stare upon the boy’s face.
“She helped me kill the King,” the man continued. “Did she not show you the blood on her hands?”
The boy shook his head in shock.
“Funny how the whole truth is never convenient to one’s designs,” the man said. “The only things I left behind were a way of life that did not resonate with me and the toxic people who enabled it. Had I not done that, I would not be here with you.”
            “You cannot possibly know that,” the boy said.
“I know it because it is,” the man replied. “You cannot know otherwise because what you think could have happened, did not. Right now is the truth. You and I, here, are the truth.”
The boy softened.
The man could not tell if the boy felt defeat or if forgiveness was creeping into his heart. “A power structure that spread nothing but death and debt ruled the earth. Good people yielded their minds and souls to this power structure's iniquitous illusions and false promises. They tricked us into believing that heaven was far away so that we’d forget we were actually there. They divided us with imaginary lines and imaginary beliefs.”
The man sank back into his seat. They sat in silence as the fire popped for attention. It crackled when it received glances, but hissed when it did not.
The boy felt himself about to address someone for the first time in his life with this word. “Papa?”
The man heard the boy acknowledge him with the only title that ever mattered. It caught him off guard. The boy waited for him to say something, but the man could only muster a melancholy stare.
“Are you upset with me?” the boy asked. “That I came looking for you?”
“Do you know what evil looks like, son?” the man responded.
The boy shook his head.
“It's one thing to be aware of the evil things out there,” the man continued. “To be able to recognize them and think that because you do, you are fit to lead, or rule as you put it, is a grave mistake. At the end of the day all of our troubles start and stop with us. Evil hath no face but our own.”
“How are we the evil ones?” the boy asked.
The man pointed to the silver coin in the boy’s lap. “My father’s people helped sustain the illusion of a banking system that stopped using those. But even that was only as powerful as those who were willing to sign on to their debts. If individuals did not take their loans or their handouts, then they never would have yielded their power to them.”
“But my mum owns banks,” the boy said.
“Aye,” the man replied. “The entire western world is dependent upon them. They play a dangerous game of musical chairs. The only difference is that those left without a chair become slaves.”
“What is the solution?” the boy asked.
“If you don’t hold something, you don’t own it,” the man responded. “Before I was king, no person had allodial title to his property outside the ruling class. Enabling that right for everyone was my greatest achievement for freedom. It was instrumental that all property be allodial once it was paid for. You have freedom in Caliphweald because you do not answer to a government or its tax collectors. You answer to no man but yourself.”
The boy’s eyes drifted to the weapons on the wall.
“Those are no good either,” the man said. “They’re as dangerous as the crown.”
“But if we were to use them for good,” the boy started.
The man cut him off. “Is that what you saw in the Great War, weapons being used for good?”
The boy realized his own logic was flawed. “No.”
“Nothing is as dangerous as the blind ambition of the youth,” the man said. “Our military was only as powerful as the young men that were willing to sacrifice their lives for an ideal of freedom. It was your mother who taught me this.”
“You don’t want me to wear the crown,” the boy replied. “You don’t want me to wield a sword. You don’t want me to handle money. Shall I not be a man?”
“A real man recognizes when the power structure of his country is merely one group of people suppressing the progress of others. They sprinkle this faelen dust of lies upon you, or patriotism, or whatever other illusion is necessary to get you to sacrifice what's good and best for
yourself to their agenda. But ultimately the illusion empowers only the ones who create it. A real man becomes aware when a parasitical hex has been cast upon him, and that all power is derived off that hex.”
“But the power in itself is not held by the caster?” the boy asked.
“No,” the man replied. “It has to be siphoned from the real man, because all the power comes from within him. He doesn’t need to fight against the magi or overthrow one high-ranked group to merely replace it with another.”
“What does he do then?” the boy asked.
“All he has to do is walk away,” the man replied. “All he has to do is withdraw his consent, his capital, his ideas, his energy, his mana, his time, and his attention. Without his support, evil collapses. Starve the beast, and it cannot survive.”
The boy stared at the floor and pieced the puzzle together. “That’s why you did it?”
“Son,” the man said. “Look at me. I beg you.”
The boy’s eyes met the man’s.
“You will become a great man, but right now you are still a child. Children learn from what they see, and so I set forth for you an example of truth and action.”
            “The only truth I see is a father who was never there for me,” the boy replied.
            This did not faze the man, for he kindly extended his hand to the boy. “Come here.”
            The boy didn’t move.
            “Please,” the man begged. He beckoned the boy to come to him. “I shall not request anything so great of you again.”
            The boy jutted his jaw and pressed his lips together. His brow furrowed. He let out a deep exhale through his nostrils and swallowed his pride. He stared at the man’s open palm.
The man curled his fingers back and forth, inviting the boy to take his hand. His wistful eyes were sincere.
The boy’s anger towards his father melted away. He reluctantly approached the man and took his hand. He was not embarrassed to cry in front of his father. “It doesn’t matter what the circumstances were. You never should have left me in a den of thieves and murderers.”
            “I know,” the man replied. “There are no words to describe the loss of time I feel, or the burden of knowing my son is the last descendant of the man who took everything from me. I was selfish. Now that I’ve met you, I realize that you do not deserve to be punished for the past.” The man pulled the boy close and hugged him tight.
            “I prayed to the gods to get me out of there,” the boy said. “That they would lead me to you.”
            “I cannot ask you to forgive me,” the man replied. “I can only ask you to hold onto what is good. You are not like them. Hold on to what you must do in life, even if it is a long way from here, even if it is easier to let go of me. You have to look deep within yourself, far beneath your anger towards me and the hurt that I caused. You have to look deeper than the hatred in your heart, the jealousy you feel, and the self-pity you imprison yourself with. And then you must look even beyond that. That is where the dreams live, son. You must find yours. It’s the pursuit of that dream that shall heal you, just as the pursuit of my dream healed me.”
            “What was your dream?” the boy asked.
            “Onora,” the man said. “My dream was Onora.”
            Silence stole all sound yet again. The man had never been more proud of a statement in all his life. He looked at his son. Love flooded his heart and gratitude altered the frequency of his energetic vibration.
“It’s never easy to reach for your dreams,” the man continued. “Strength and courage were lonely friends of mine. If you find what you love, never give up on it. Don’t sit idly by allowing things to merely happen. Have the strength to make a stand. Have the courage to do what’s right when everyone else just runs away, for the distance between you and your dreams is merely action. Never hope. Hope will lead you nowhere. The greatest lesson I learned was that those who reach for their dreams walk in stardust. Trust me on this, for I have danced on the aether.”
            The boy looked at the boots with the golden-winged soles. The unnatural glitter on them twinkled in the darkness. He looked back at his father to face the man’s toothy grin. It brightened the room. He winked at his son. The boy felt the love for his father creeping into his heart at long last. In an instant, all was forgiven. The two stared out at the snowstorm.
            “Did you call this blizzard to prevent me from leaving?” the boy asked.
            “No,” the man replied softly. “I called it to keep you long enough so that I could muster the courage to tell you I love you.”
            The boy assessed his father.
The man was nothing but sincere. “You’d be foolish to surmise that there won’t be an envoy searching for your whereabouts. I can keep them away with this weather for as long as you’d like, but the longer it lasts, the more serious its repercussions shall be.”
“What do you think I should do?” the boy asked.
“Well,” the man replied. “You could wait for your ship to come in, or, you could remove the garments of fate and swim out to it.”
The boy grew determined. “What’s the name of the silver chalice?”
“T’puuli Shanaal,” the man replied.
The boy raised his hand towards the chalice. “T’puuli Shanaal. Doer ulu ussa.”
The silver chalice rose into the air and gently glided into the boy’s grasp. He raised his cup to the man. “To the truth… Even if confronting it is to confront my death.”
“Truth is the only safe ground one can stand on,” the man replied. “But the truth that frees people is also that which they fear to know.”
“To hell with it,” the boy responded. “I may never come this way again.”
He drank all the liquid in his chalice. The prickly sensation of the concoction flowing through his veins returned. The faceless, dark purple entities returned from the other side and observed him. His eyes ignited with shadowlight and stared elsewhere as he drifted away into another world.
 



 
CHAPTER 4
A Light from the Forest
DAYBREAK BROUGHT AN UNEXPECTED flier tacked upon Ellia’s house. She noticed it as she was watering her plants. She set her watering can down and carefully approached the flier before ripping the metal stud out of the wood. The hole it left behind made her grimace. She shook her head at the disrespect someone could exude, to deface her home for the sake of a notice. The parchment was wet with the morning’s dew and felt slippery in between the tips of her fingers. The inscription read:
Regulations Against Armament
11 Morroway, 4th Era TC
All Amori are hereby prohibited from acquiring, possessing, and carrying swords as well as truncheons or stabbing weapons from this day forward. Those in possession of such are at once summoned to turn them over to the local authority.
Swords and truncheons found in an Amori’s possession shall be forfeited without compensation. Whoever willfully or negligently violates this provision shall be punished with imprisonment and a fine. In especially severe cases of deliberate violations, the penalty is banishment.
For the implementation of this regulation, the Minister of the Interior waives the necessary legal and administrative provisions. This regulation is valid in Amori Village and all districts within the Eidolon Territory.
                                    Minister of the Interior
                                                Chako
Ellia felt sick to her stomach. She had no use for swords, but she certainly recognized their historical significance in maintaining freedom. The founding Amori would recognize this weapons confiscation for what it was because they had seen it before in parts of Caliphweald. They witnessed the only thing that prevented standing armies from ruling this region of the world, after it was left ruined by war. The right of every person to bear arms was a simple but effective freedom. The founding Amori had centuries of experience to see how criminals throughout every era used the same ploys to exact their will upon the people. The cycle was broken when the populace decided to arm themselves to the teeth and never be victims again.
Ellia’s real concern was how a weapons confiscation could be possible under the protection of a faelen tree. It was an unnatural event for the Book of Dro to be misconstrued to take freedom away, and Ellia knew it.
There were so many Amori that had come to this world in recent times with no perspective to help them understand the true nature of what was occurring. They would eagerly give up their swords in exchange for the promise of safety. They weren’t aware that there was no such thing as safety, that there was no truth in the idea of protecting people by taking their weapons away. While Ellia embraced these newcomers, she also knew that they didn’t appreciate the values here, and that was the most dangerous threat of all.
Banning weapons under the guise of security was a tyrannical ploy, nothing else. There was no such thing as weapons control. There was only people control. Logic dictates that inanimate objects do not do anything on their own, much less kill people. It is an irrefutable law of nature. Ellia frowned at the thought of it. She knew that killing was the trade of men, and that having an unarmed population would lead to a mountain of atrocities.
For the Minister of Interior to waive the provisions so that he and his thugs could wield swords to enforce a sword ban was sheer hypocrisy. Amori Village was descending into tyranny subtly but ever so steadily. It was as clear as day.
______________________________
“IN THE VAST WILDERNESS of the Eidolon Woods, long have I cultivated this Shadean climate as the guardian essence of Caliphweald. I am the Great Faelen Tree,” he said.
“Your summons honors me,” Dani replied. She emitted her brilliant glow in a beautiful display of affection as she fluttered her wings, floating in the Faelen Tree’s Meadow like a hummingbird. The surrounding forest grew as high as she could see. Their branches obstructed her ability to grasp her bearings. Light split through the foliage from above, but Dani did not know from whence it came. The faelen magic that blanketed the Eidolon Woods always kept time a secret beyond knowing whether it was night or day.
It was astonishing for Dani to see a faelen tree in another world. Faelen trees were enormous living temples that contained the astral records of whichever region they were planted in from the moment of their inception. They possessed hominoid facial characteristics and spoke to those who sought their wisdom.
            The Great Faelen Tree marveled at the tiny fairy. “I watched thee flourish in the Shade, my child. Thy wisdom astonishes me. Thy selflessness is most admirable. There is one here worthy of thy companionship.”
            “I trust my life would not have been risked were he not,” Dani replied.
            The Great Faelen Tree studied her. “Thy courage to pass through The Great Barrier honors us eternally. How dost thou feel?”
            Dani didn’t know how to respond. She felt well enough, but Caliphweald was an entirely different realm than the Shade. Everything felt different.
            The Great Faelen Tree sensed her insecurity. “Ye may go anywhere, Dani. Ye may survive in the outer limits of this physical realm.”
            It was the embarking of an uncharted adventure for Dani, an entirely new beginning. She fought to conceal her excitement, but there was a grave concern that churned her heart.
            “It dost not serve thee to harbor such emotions, child,” the Great Faelen Tree warned. He thought about what he could reveal to her. He did not wish to spoil the experience this new quest would gift her. “He shall take thee to inconceivable places. He shall help the world reveal itself anew.”
            “Who is he, Great Faelen Tree?” she asked.
            “Ah. That is a question not even he could answer, child,” the Great Faelen Tree replied. He gave serious thought before speaking again. “It is a question whose answer evades even me. Perhaps ye shall be the one to find it.”
            Dani didn’t want to overstep her bounds or grow comfortable in this realm. “I look forward to this task, Great Faelen Tree.”
“Very well,” the Great Faelen Tree responded. “Each of the Amori has a guardian fairy. However, there is one child here who lives without one. ‘Tis a truly remarkable thing. He is Shadean, though he crossed no barriers to get here. He endures loneliness and ridicule most days.
“How could he be lonely here?” Dani asked.
“To be without a fairy is to be without a god,” the Great Faelen Tree lamented. “As ye shall discover, Dani, Caliphians hath different customs and beliefs than the Amori. They do not look favorably upon children born without family or raised without religion. This matters not to the Amori but it matters a great deal to those whose unfounded beliefs make them mortal and erect the prisons of their minds.”
“The Caliphians shun their own kind?” Dani asked.
“Are the Amori so different?” the Faelen Tree asked. “Loneliness is the most terrible poverty, Dani. Imagine a burden so great the world’s fate depended upon thee. Imagine that burden remaining unknown, yet binding itself to thee all the same.”
Dani wondered if perhaps the Faelen Tree was alluding to this unknown burden now attaching itself to her.
“It was the reason for which ye were chosen,” he said. “However, the weight of the world is not the greatest burden one may know.”
            Dani tried to imagine what the weight of the world felt like. Her words were cautious. “What is the greatest burden?”
There was heartbreak within The Great Faelen Tree as he spoke. “Imagine not knowing thyself, Dani. Imagine not knowing ye are of the Shade. Imagine losing what ye loved most and not being able to remember it. The loneliness that accompanies the search to find thy own self is the greatest burden.”
Dani knew the dangers of those who become lost. The Shade was not paradise. The greatest atrocities all had one thing in common. People who became lost were the ones who orchestrated them.
“It hath been over a decade since the Great War of the Fourth Era,” the Great Faelen Tree continued. “Much was taken from the boy who is worthy of thee. Much was lost. He is a child of destiny, Dani. Bring him to me.”
______________________________
THUNDER CRASHED BETWEEN THE dark clouds that blanketed the sky. It was deafening to Aithein, who looked to be around twelve years old. His woodland colored tunic was soaked through and heavy. Lightning broke the heavens and blinded his vision. Multicolored spots covered everything he tried to focus on.
The air was as hot as day but as black as night. Rain clapped like the applause of evil as it ferociously struck the ground. Aithein looked down at the little rivers that fled past his feet. Wet cinder mixed with the rain, causing each drop to sting his skin. The smell of hot ash escaped the city walls.
            Water dripped from Aithein’s brow. The wind chilled his wet skin when it blew past him. He stood alone in the field, watching, waiting, but he knew not what for. A familiar feeling overcame his senses. He had been here before, but he couldn’t find the memories. He faced the city walls that guarded the entrance to Maebelfry. The crevasse in the ground ahead of him harbored a giant moat that prevented him from further passage. The entrance’s torches gave off a cloudy burn through the fog. He didn’t remember what brought him here or how he journeyed this far outside of the forest.
The only other travelers on the cobblestone roads were dead. Disintegrated carriages and maimed horses littered the field. Aithein was overcome by the fear that he was the only one to survive the end of the world.
Giant metallic objects clashed with each other. The sound jolted Aithein from his state of horror. Man-sized chain links descended from tunnels in the kingdom’s walls. The massive drawbridge opened. The sound of carnage grew louder and louder with each foot of space that the opening gate created. Oak and steel collided with stone. The drawbridge landed with a thunderous sound that echoed across the Steppe.
Aithein focused on what was to come. He couldn’t see amidst the chaos. He took a step forward, but then froze at the sound of hooves clapping against the cobblestones.
______________________________
DANI SOARED THROUGH THE thicket that separated The Great Faelen Tree’s meadow from the rest of the forest. She descended into a natural-grown tunnel. There was a male Amori figure with his fairy up ahead. She had to decide between being polite or completing her task. She chose the task.
Dani arched her wings back and let the wind skyrocket her upwards. She soared above the figure en route to the end the tunnel. Something about his features bothered her. It was a subtle irritation that she couldn’t quite pinpoint.
The figure’s shaggy, pumpkin-colored hair jutted out from his Phrygian cap. His big teal eyes ignited from the carrot-colored freckles that covered his pale skin. His cheeks were droopy and his jaw was small. His buckteeth protruded over his bottom lip.
As Dani glided over the figure, his fairy communicated with her through thought. “Stay clear of him. He is nothing but trouble. A wolf.”
“What is his name?” Dani thought.
The Amori boy’s suspicious stare pulled Dani’s focus toward him. The command of his presence was magnetic. Something within him was hungry for recognition.
“Chako,” Dani heard as she flew over them. “Don’t forget. Not everyone with a fairy is Amori. Not everything that crossed The Great Barrier is from the Shade.”
The words haunted Dani. Her flight pattern dipped into a plummet as she lost her focus. Her heart sank into her stomach. The feeling awoke her like cold water on a sleepy face. She collected herself and flapped her wings twice as hard to make up her lost altitude.
She reached her previous elevation and reclaimed her composure. As she exited the tunnel, she flew up high and hovered in awe. She beheld the beauty of Amori Village for the first time. The luminous aqua glow of the water was the first thing to capture her attention. It cascaded down a waterfall from the Eidolon Woods in the northern part of the village. It was just like the Shade.
Amori Village was built in perfect harmony with nature. Wooden rope bridges connected tree houses to each other. Smoke from hearth fires gently rose out of the chimneys. It was not quite lunchtime, but most of the forest folk’s daily chores and tasks were done, so the square was filled with recreational energy. The sound of harps and wind instruments drifted with the breeze. Gentle voices singing and playing in the late morning echoed throughout the village.
            Dani was flooded with an overwhelming appreciation for the Amori. Each one of them risked his or her life to cross The Great Barrier. It was a relatively new settlement that culminated from an astonishingly dangerous expedition. They were pioneers that left everything to start anew. Aside from Chako and those that served him, the camaraderie of the Amori was much deeper than anything Dani had ever known in the Shade. There was some kind of gathering going on in the village square, but Dani had more important things to tend to. She would, however, certainly be keeping an eye on that unnatural bastard Chako. Nothing but trouble, eh? If only the Amori knew what she really was. Dani smiled at the irony.
______________________________
THE CLAP OF HOOVES colliding with cobblestone grew louder and louder. Aithein squinted hard as he tried to focus through the rain, but it was wrought with fog. A white mass galloped towards him through the billowing smoke. As it approached he could see it was a steed carrying two passengers, a woman and a child.
The horsewoman was a type of being Aithein had never seen. Her eyes emitted a silver-purple glow. Her hair was silky white, and although it was soaking wet, it danced with the wind. Her features were elfin. She wore midnight-blue armor that was protected by a white breastplate with a symbol of an eye shedding a red tear in the center. Aithein didn’t know what the red tear meant, but the design was encrusted with jewels and had an uncanny effect on him.
The child clinging to the horsewoman was a little girl who appeared to be the same age as Aithein. Her hair was partially braided. It escaped her hooded cloak like sunglow and flailed in the wind. A gold diadem, crafted in the shape of laurel leaves, rested upon her head. A crown jewel was embedded in its center.
Aithein was not familiar with the caste structure of Caliphweald. He spent his whole life with the Amori. Even though he had never been subjected to the governance of the Royal Family, his instincts told him that this little girl was important.
By the time Aithein realized the white horse was on a collision course with him, it was too late. He dove out of the way to avoid being crushed. His body slid in the field. The mud squished between his fingers while trying to break his fall. The wake of his hands doused his face in thick, earthy water. He gagged as it rushed into his nose and mouth.
As the horse galloped by, the little girl locked eyes with Aithein. The fabric of time unraveled and stood still. All of his senses heightened. Each sound was magnified and accompanied by a fluttering echo. He could hear her blink. He could hear her breathe. Her solar eyes were unlike anything he’d ever seen. The beauty of the entire universe culminated inside of them.
A vacuum in Aithein’s vision released the galaxies and solar systems from her eyes in a Fibonacci spiral that enveloped the air around him. The echoes of chaos slowly brought him back to reality as time weaved itself back to normal.
Aithein felt his soul tear apart as the girl broke her gaze with him and turned away. A bittersweet feeling flooded his heart and sunk deep into the marrow of his bones as he watched the horse disappear into the mist. She would live a beautiful life. He was left behind. He wished he were someone else. He wished he were far away.
______________________________
AS DANI EXPLORED THE village, her solo flight gathered all sorts of looks. Some of the Amori discreetly displayed their solidarity with her because they knew what her arrival meant. Others observed her in dismay.
A small Amori boy clapped his hands excitedly. His smile beamed across his face. He waved at Dani. “’Ello, fairy! ‘Ello!”
Dani glided down to greet him.
“Hello, there,” she said. “Who might you be?”
He giggled innocently. “I might be Baelwyn.”
The name meant Guardian of Music in Dani’s native language.
Baelwyn continued, “But when I grows up you won’t be able to tell me apart from my brothers. This is Koehari. She is my fairy.”
“Earthspring?” Dani wondered.
Koehari gave a proud nod. “Xas. Welcome to Caliphweald,” she thought to Dani. “Baelwyn is the youngest of the Bannitlarn Brothers.”
“Holders of Mysteries?” Dani found humor in this. She studied Baelwyn. “He can barely hold his pants up.”
“They would fight to the death for the one you seek,” Koehari warned. “Heed them.”
“A friend to Aithein is a friend to me,” Dani thought back. “Thank you.”
“Are you come for him?” Baelwyn asked. He pointed to a tree house at the other end of the village.
“Is that where Aithein lives?” Dani asked.
“Xas,” Baelwyn replied. “He’s a sleepies head. Hurry! He has nightmaries like I do. But I don’t sleep.”
“You don’t sleep?” Dani asked.
“Nau,” Baelwyn replied. “He’s ugly.”
Dani felt like she was talking to a madman.
“Who is ugly?” she asked.
“The man in our nightmaries,” he said.
Koehari interrupted with her thoughts. “Some of the Amori have been suffering the same dreams. The forest is unbalanced as of late. I suspect that’s why you were summoned.”
Dani found that odd. She had only been in this realm for a short time, yet she kept receiving these troubling clues. She did her best to conceal the gears of her mind. “Thank you, Baelwyn. Hurry I shall.”
Dani started to fly away. Baelwyn’s urgent tone stopped her.
“Wait!” he called. “What is your name, fairy?” The look on his face seemed like the answer to this question was the most important thing in the world.
Dani flew back to him. “I’m Dani.”
Baelwyn gave a nod of approval. “Good. Now I command you. Be nice to him, Dani. He’s my feravan.”
“Did that little bastard just do that to me?” Dani thought.
“He’s a wily bugger,” Koehari thought back. “He’ll win the game before you even know you’re playing.”
“Is that so?” Dani thought. She flew close to Baelwyn’s face. “You speak Shadean, no?”
“Huh?” Baelwyn looked confused.
Dani’s irises changed in color from amethyst to dark plum. “Why play the part of village idiot now? Words are everything, which is why you tricked me into giving you my name.”
Baelwyn feigned a grin.
Dani’s voice grew as hard as oak and as cold as steel on a damp night. “You may wield power over unwitting Caliphians. Their minds fear what they cannot explain. I, on the other hand, am familiar with your schemes so let me assure you, my soul is darker than a moonless, starless night. Caliphians fear “demons” from the Shade, but you know better than they do. You know that demons do not exist. I exist.”
Baelwyn beheld the terror of what true evil looked like.
Dani smiled wildly. “If you so much as entertain a single thought of using my name against me, I swear upon my life that you will beg the gods to unleash hordes of demons upon you rather than face what I shall unleash upon you.”
Wide-eyed Baelwyn turned white. He gulped his words. “I’m sowie.”
Dani’s irises returned to their amethyst color. “It pleases me to know that the Amori did not let their native language die. Feravan did not originate in this forest, or even this world. It came from the Shade. Just like you and me. Recognize that I understand you, Baelwyn. We’re in Caliphweald now. Aithein is my champion of the forest as well, so before you attempt to command me or threaten me again, here’s another word from the Shade that shall make you reconsider. Maibrar. That’s what I am. As the Guardian of Music, you had better know which notes I move to before you speak to me again.” Dani winked at him. She politely curtsied and flew away.
“What does maibrar mean?” Baelwyn asked Koehari.
Koehari liked Dani. So she did her a favor when she paused for dramatic effect. Baelwyn stared wide-eyed in anticipation.
“Crafter of Death,” Koehari said. “Deathsmith.”
______________________________
DANI LANDED ON THE windowsill. The smell of fear was so thick that it could be cut with a knife. She heard the shivering of a child. A young boy, no older than twelve, lay asleep in a messy bed. He was drenched in his own sweat. There was no fairy around the Amori boy besides Dani. This was her assignment.
To startle an Amori could have a disastrous outcome. Dani gently approached the sleeping boy. She let the syllables of his name float upon the gentle gust of breeze from the window.
“Aithein?” she asked. “Aithein, I’ve come for you. Awaken.”
______________________________
THE MOST DESTURBING, DEMONIC sound Aithein had ever heard made the hair on his body stand up. The beast’s hot exhale of mucus and saliva sprayed on the back of his neck amidst the cold dampness of the rain. He felt its grunts as it sniffed down to his inner thighs. He saw next his hand in the muck, a multi-colored flower watching him. It had whites and blues mixed with reds and violets in its petals. It was the only thing he could grab onto and so he took it by the stem and squeezed tight.
Aithein heard the reins crack, followed by commands in a foreign language. He heard hooves unearthing the ground as the beast retreated. He slowly turned to see what was behind him.
The glowing red eyes of a monstrous horse peered down at him. A muscular man with wildfire hair and leathery reptilian skin sat upon the steed. He calmly observed Aithein, his face the emissary of fear. A gnarled scar covered his left eye socket and extended down across his lips. His left ear was severed. Web-like scars deformed the nub in its place.
The man raised his right clenched fist and displayed the back of it to Aithein. The glowing insignia of The Trivium emanated from his flesh. The surrounding air grew darker and darker. The crackling sound of its magic drew the light out of the aether.
The darkness was so bright that only the man’s right eye and the glowing insignia were visible. The Trivium of Volition sat atop the base helixes of The Trivium of Logic and The Trivium of Valor. It glowed brighter than the other two shards.
Though The Trivium consists of three helixes, two at the base and one at the top, its powers may be divided into three or combined to sum a triangular infinite.
Aithein felt the surge of its magic pulling at everything around him. The pressure grew unbearable. He felt his life force being sucked out of his body. The pain drew a deep scream of agony from the bowels of his gut.
______________________________
A GUT-WRENCHING SCREAM ECHOED across Amori Village. Flocks of birds scattered away from Aithein’s tree house. At the village square, the Amori who waited in line to surrender their weapons feared the worst, but no one dared to speak. Their frightened expressions said it all. Those who were carrying about their daily business stopped what they were doing and looked on helplessly.
            Inside Aithein’s house, Dani illuminated herself. She called upon the power of the gods, but it was not a prayer. It was healing ward.
“Fisonna,” she commanded. “Drive the darkness out of this child’s mind.”
Aithein’s contorted body struggled until it stiffened into stillness. His screaming ceased. After a moment, the tension fled his body and he collapsed into a relaxed position. The pace of his breath slowed and returned to normal. His eyes moved rapidly beneath their closed lids. Then they opened.
Aithein raised his hand to diffuse Dani’s aura. His autumn irises shimmered as they adjusted to the light. The sight of a fairy surprised him. “W-who are you?”
“I am Dani,” she replied. She calmly dimmed her aura.
Aithein grew nervous. “Are you a Hlaetho?”
“I do not see the truth lest it reveals itself to me,” Dani replied.
Her voice assured him, but disappointment crept over Aithein’s face. “Then you cannot see him?”
Dani was not sure if he wanted privacy or company. She remembered that brevity was golden. “No.”
Aithein’s eyes filled with tears. His bottom lip quivered. He felt ashamed and helpless. “Every night I see her. Then she is gone. Every night he kills me in my sleep.”
“I do not know the representations of your dreams,” Dani replied. “For that I apologize. But I can help you.”
“How?” Aithein asked.
“The faelen tree summons you,” Dani responded. “There are others who share your nightmares.”
______________________________
AITHEIN STEPPED ONTO HIS porch. The shades of light had drifted to early afternoon. He leaned on the log railing and looked down at the village. The jingle of light chimed with the breeze, followed by a manifestation.
Ellia exploded out of the manifestation, already running towards Aithein’s house. “Namus!”
            “I’m fine,” Aithein responded.
            “What happened?” she asked.
            Aithein sighed. “Nightmares again.”
Ellia saw Dani hovering around him. Her head cocked slightly as she noticed something different about the fairy. Ellia extended her open hand invitingly.
Dani trusted the magnetic draw she felt from Ellia, and so she gently floated down and landed on Ellia’s open palm.
Ellia looked into Dani’s amethyst eyes and stared in wonder. “You are the prettiest fairy I have ever seen.”
“Thank you,” Dani replied.
Ellia was protective. Her brow was skeptical. “What’s your business with Aithein?”
Dani, although honest, was unsure. “He has been summoned by the Faelen Tree.”
Ellia looked at Aithein. “To be summoned is a great honor, Namus. If Dani was sent to join you, it marks a new chapter of your life.”
Dani was jolted into alertness. “How did you know my name?”
Ellia calmly asserted her ability with a triumphant posture. “You look just like her.”
______________________________
DANI TRAILED AITHEIN AS he walked through the village. He was a quiet observer always taking in his surroundings. Sometimes his expression was wistful. Other than that, the masks he wore were good at concealing his emotions.
Aithein could not dematerialize like the other Amori. He was slower and slightly skittish. He’d never crossed The Great Barrier and didn’t know what it meant to be from the Shade. Dani tried to figure out how it was possible for Aithein to have Shadean blood. No matter how she dissected it, all paths led to the same place. It had something to do with the perverse power of The Trivium and the deeds of Woden Caliph.
Dani wondered what Aithein was thinking about. He kept to himself, but she knew there was an ocean of thoughts forming in his mind. She caught herself thinking of him as a half-breed stripling fraught with limited abilities and poor genetics.
She was disgusted with herself. She didn’t know whose prejudice thoughts she was thinking or how she could lose control of her mind so easily. Merely being in Caliphweald warped her views. She quickly adjusted and searched for the good in Aithein.
            “Who is the man in your sleep?” Dani asked.
            Aithein struggled quietly in frustration. “I don’t know.”
            The sound of hard labor demanded their attention. An Amori boy with ebony skin and fluffy caramel hair struggled to move broken bedrock from a garden in front of Chako’s house. His fairy was as exhausted as he was.
            He was a scrappy little fellow. “Toad warts!”
            Aithein approached him. “Korlith?”
            Korlith removed his cap and brushed the hair off of his sweaty brow. His amber eyes stood out from his dark mahogany skin. Dani thought of him as a twilight elf. It was another racist thought she had to chase away.
Korlith’s fairy flew up to Dani. “I’m Zylihn,” he thought to her. “Have you finally come for the Amori without a fairy?”
“I’m not sure,” Dani thought back.
Zylihn prodded Dani with a mischievous grin. “That he’s Amori or that you’ve come for him?”
Dani couldn’t mask her smirk. “Both.” She liked Zylihn. She could tell he had good character.
Korlith’s eyes opened wide as he saw Dani. He gasped. “Oh my! Is that? It is! It is! It bloody is!”
            “She’s come to collect me,” Aithein said.
            Korlith beamed. “We must celebrate!” But his excitement drained as he looked down at the broken bedrock. “But, not yet. I can’t right now.”
            “Why are you toiling in Chako’s garden?” Aithein asked.
            “He’s demanded that I move the stones out of it,” Korlith replied. His hands bled as he dropped a stone. “Argh, I cannot bear this abuse. I don’t understand why the faelen tree chose him. On top of that, he won’t let anyone in the meadow unless they have a sword and a shield. What Amori uses a sword and a shield?”
            This was the third time Dani felt unsettled. To be warned about Chako was enough to raise her concern. She was willing to accept that social structures may be different in Caliphweald, but for a faelen tree to appoint such an unnatural person to be patriarch, it was completely uncharacteristic of Shadean nature.
            Aithein picked up a medium-sized slab.
            “What are you doing?” Korlith asked.
            Aithein let his momentum help sling the slab at Chako’s house. It smashed against the wall and broke into pieces. Aithein flashed a grin at Korlith. “I’m moving the stones.”
Korlith clasped his head with both hands. “You’ll make Chako angry!”
Aithein grew fierce. “Tell that harvest-colored imp that it was me, that if he has anything to say, to voice his displeasure to the Bannitlarn Brothers. They’ll not be so kind as I.” He started to walk away. “Finish the job, Korlith, but let him know that if he does this to you again I shall burn his house down.”
Dani was startled by Aithein’s intensity. She tried not to judge him, but the boy had an incredible rage. Perhaps it was due to being terrorized every time he slept. She tried to appreciate what he was going through. She pretended she hadn’t been warned about the Amori boy who guarded the faelen tree. “Who is Chako?”
“He is a parasite,” Aithein replied. “He thinks we need him to protect us. But it is he who needs us. Our labors provide for him, not the other way around. I never had nightmares before he arrived.”
Dani recalled the warnings. “His arrival was recent?”
Aithein continued walking. “Xas.”
“If Chako is causing the nightmares, what is his value to the Faelen Tree?” Dani asked.
“What is my value to him?” Aithein responded.
“No one has spoken to the faelen tree lately,” Dani said. “Was I summoned to lure you to Chako?”
“Why would he need you to do that?” Aithein asked.
“To liberate him,” Dani responded. “Chako may be lying to the Amori to prevent you from visiting. What if you have been tasked to banish Chako?”
Aithein shrugged his shoulders. “It would lead to his death or mine.”
______________________________
AITHEIN AND DANI TRAVELLED through the village square. Dani could tell that Aithein was curious as to why crowds of Amori stood in line with their weapons. She waited for him to ask questions, waited for him to say something, anything. No words came.
Aithein remained silent and observant, stoic even. He kept his head down and walked away from the crowd, peering up only on occasion to make sure he wasn’t drawing attention.
As he walked by the water well, a playful feminine voice called out. “Aithein,” it said. “Up here!”
            Dani looked up to see where the voice came from. She spiraled in ascent through the intersecting rope bridges, all the way up to the village watchtower. She drew a surprised look from Elma, a beautiful Amori girl with wavy hair that was braided in seductive pigtails.
“Oh, are you his fairy?” she asked. “That’s wonderful!”
            “The Great Faelen Tree requests his audience,” Dani replied, her tone less than inviting.
            Elma disregarded Dani. “Aithein,” she called. “Come up here and talk to me.”
            Aithein wasted no time in running towards Ellia’s house to gain access to the bridges. Dani watched him from afar and realized that corralling him was a lost cause.
Aithein climbed the ladder on the side of the house and traversed bridges and steps. He made death-defying leaps from one bridge to another in order to create shortcuts. His athleticism impressed Dani. This was not the skittish child she saw moments ago.
            Elma brandished a triumphant look. “Get used to me, fairy. Look at what he does for my attention.”
            Dani stared at Elma’s proud eyes and her know-it-all smirk. “I see. Forgive me, I don’t know your name.”
            “It’s Elma,” she said.
“Elma. Pretty name,” Dani said cordially.
“Thank you,” Elma replied.
“Don’t get used to him, Elma,” Dani warned. “A faelen tree doesn’t summon my kind to babysit Shadean playgrounds. Aithein may not have crossed The Great Barrier, but I guarantee he’s not confined to this Caliphian forest prison. Like you.”
Elma tried to brush off Dani’s words, but they struck her like an arrow to the breast. As Aithein ran up to them, she donned the mask of a smile. “Did you come all the way up here to see me?”
“Perhaps,” Aithein replied.
“Don’t be coy,” she said. “Your actions resonate more than your words.”
Aithein turned bashful. “I see you’ve met my fairy.”
“She’s lovely,” Elma replied. “Her ability to protect you has earned the capsheaf of my confidence.”
Her respectful tone caught Dani by surprise.
Elma continued, “You are a real man now, Aithein.”
“Thank you,” Aithein replied. “Why is everyone in a line down there? Are they selling their swords? Are they rationing food? Summer was bountiful.”
“Never mind all that hustle and bustle,” Elma responded. “You’ve no need to be there. Come.”
She took Aithein’s hand and led him to the edge of the tower. “Isn’t this view pretty?”
Aithein looked out into the golden haze that blended with the trees. He snuck a peek down below and let out a deep exhale in agreement. “Xas.”
“Sometimes I wonder what exists beyond that horizon,” Elma said.
“A cruel world,” Aithein replied with certainty.
“But does your heart know that beyond doubt?” Elma asked. “Have you seen it with your own eyes, touched it with your own hands, or breathed it through your own lungs?”
“Yes,” Aithein responded.
“How?” Elma asked.
Aithein looked out tragically at the horizon. “My dreams take me there.”
Elma felt Aithein’s grip tighten. She caressed it with her thumb till it relaxed. “You leave the forest in your dreams?”
Aithein nodded shamefully.
“But if we leave the forest we’ll die,” Elma said.
“What if The Great Faelen Tree tells me to leave?” Aithein asked.
Elma looked up at Dani. She realized that Dani was right.
“I believe that The Great Faelen Tree would never ask you to do something that you couldn’t accomplish,” she said. “I believe Dani was sent to protect you. If the outside world is full of darkness, then she shall be your light from the forest.”
______________________________
A SOOTHING MELODY DRIFTED through the sound of crackling fire and howling wind. The man sat by the fire, playing his legendary xun, one of the keys he used to unlock the secrets of the universe.
The boy awoke to see a plate of artisan cheese resting on the table in front of him, surrounded by crostini, mustard seeds, dried apricots and cherries, assorted berries, toasted almonds, and a loaf of braided bread that was rich with eggs and butter. Steam rose out of the loaf and released a scent of lemon, nutmeg, and hot raisins.
The man’s fingers moved wildly, bending the music to his will. His soul mingled in another dimension as he played to his heart’s desire. As the melody descended in tone and pace, he allowed the notes to flourish wholly, until at long last, he played the final one. He noticed the boy had risen and was intently watching him. He felt a little embarrassed that he got carried away in the music, but he shook it off and tried to be hard-arsed again.
“Where did you learn to play like that?” the boy asked.
“A girl from my childhood taught me,” he replied. “She made me my first one.” He motioned up to the wooden xun on the mount above the fireplace.
“Would you teach me to play?” the boy asked.
“If it pleases you,” the man responded.
“It does,” the boy said.
            The man gave a stern nod. “Eat. You’ll need it where you’re going.”
            The boy sat up and stared at the meal. He picked up a small knife and cut through a piece of warm, soft cheese with a rind of white mold. He spread it over a crostini and bit into the wonderful contrast of soft crunch and buttery deliciousness.
            The man broke a piece of bread and dipped it into a jar of honey. He scattered some fruits and nuts on his plate and rolled the bread over them until he was satisfied with the variety that stuck to it. He crammed the tasty morsel into his mouth and chewed voraciously, his cheeks stuffed like a pack rat. He noticed the boy staring at him again and paused his chomping.
            The boy laughed, but caught himself. He sniffled in uncertainty, a nervous tick.
“What?” the man asked with a mouth full of food.
The boy didn’t want to be impolite. He shook his head. “Nothing. It’s amazing.”
“I forgot to tell you,” the man responded. “I eat like pig, drink like a corsair, and wail songs like a crooner. This is a house of merriment. If you’re going to be a part of this family, you’ll have to cast your inhibitions aside.”
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