
        
            
                
            
        

    
 


 


 


 


Prologue


 


The Cadrac Bell continued to peal, its deep ring reverberating unceasingly throughout the white granite walls and hallways of Godwyn Keep. The sound was unrelenting as it rang into the midnight; the sound heralded the end of all things.

Pontifex Dendreth Charl followed his Pontiff, their footfalls soft and quiet in the musty stillness between each startling ring of the warning bell, as they descended into the Keep’s lower corridors. Dendreth was old, the lines of his face furrowed and deep, but his smoky gray eyes scanned the hallways with the clarity and acuteness of a crag cat.

“We could be walking into a dangerous trap, Your Grace. I suggest caution,” Dendreth said, his voice a firm whisper.

Pontiff Garethe de Sierson continued to walk steadily ahead, seemingly unmindful of the threat that had entered their domain. “No doubt that is what our uninvited guests are hoping for—that our slow action will lend precious time to their flight. Have faith, Dendreth. I know what we do.”

Dendreth quieted. Trust came easily between them, the two men friends long before Garethe’s appointment to Pontiff. He would not lead Dendreth astray, but the Pontifex disliked not being privy to the chaotic events swirling throughout the Keep.

The Pontiff turned back to Dendreth. “You’re still angry about earlier today.”

“Erol Tal is a brash fool,” he replied curtly. Dendreth could not hide the disdain he had for his peer on the Godwyn Council.

“Since I sided with him, am I a fool as well?”

Dendreth ignored the question, focused on the twisting passageways before them. “I was on my way to comply with your summons when the Cadrac began ringing.”

The Pontiff increased his aged gait. Whether he was rushing to confront those who had entered Godwyn Keep or attempting to escape further discussion of the Council’s earlier argument, Dendreth could not tell. Wispy hair floated around Garethe’s spotted pate like a ghostly halo of gossamer, wild and unwilling to settle. For all of his obvious winters of life, he still moved fluidly, his padded boots making no sound. Many commoners in the Kingdom thought Pontiff Garethe, the spiritual leader of the Godwyn faith, was nearing his ninth decade celebration.

He was in fact almost three decades over a century.

Garethe turned his gaze back on Dendreth, the blue irises sparkling amidst a sea of yellowed, watery orbs. “We’ll talk later about today’s meeting. My decision had more import than you or the other Council members realize.”

Dendreth nodded. He had been taking the Sun Sea Tower stairway to the Pontiff’s private chambers when the earth-trembling bell had begun its booming cadence from the Belfry Spire. Dendreth had listened to the sounds of Godwyn Keep coming alive in the middle of the night for only a moment before quickly moving to the Hall of Greeting where the others would organize.

 “The attack on the Keep is raging above. Why are we making our way downward, away from the Courtyard?” Dendreth finally questioned.

“The shrikes will find the other Pontifices, armed Warden, and spear-laden feyr’im awaiting them,” the Pontiff said. “And High Captain Rook is one of the best ever in his position. Trust me, my old friend.”

“But we are the leaders of this Keep, Your Grace,” Dendreth pointed out.

Pontiff Garethe hurried on, his steps steady. “The Illym will be protected. You and I could not add a better defense than those already in place. We have other business.” The older man ignored Dendreth for a few moments before continuing tersely, “And we go down because we must.”

Dendreth fell silent, but the Pontiff’s secrecy nagged at him.


When they came to a high-vaulted intersection, Garethe started down a narrow staircase. Dendreth shivered as the air grew cooler. The long cloak cinched at his neck hung behind him limply, revealing a tall, thin man wearing a white doublet, mud-brown jerkin, and ash-colored pants. He was not a man given to the ostentatious dress of some of his peers; his clothing was always wholly functional. In Dendreth’s opinion, simplicity conveyed an honesty and sincerity to those he met with daily.

The only thing extravagant about his appearance was the symbol of his office as Pontifex of Godwyn Keep—a silver representation of the Illym tree placed over a thin, circular band that clasped his cloak in place.

Then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the pounding of the Cadrac Bell ended and silence fell over the two men like a heavy, woolen shroud. They continued to wind through a series of bare hallways, but both men stopped as their urgent strides brought them around a corner. The Pontiff raised a warning hand.

It was as though a strong gale force wind had torn through the Keep. The glowing orblights that hung intermittently had been blown out, their warm blue-white light extinguished.

The men peered forward, the hallways silent. White stone faded and eventually bled into a lightless void that opened before them. The dark hallway awaited them with cloying purpose, more deathly still than the tombs in the lower Sarcatum.

Even with decades of experience entering the treacherous places his duty led him, a shiver ran down Dendreth’s spine as sharp as a knife. It took power to extinguish the orbs, power his order would never turn on itself for any reason.

An unspoken word passed between the men.


Witchcraeft.

“We are not alone,” Pontiff Garethe said. “One of the shrikes wore an empty saddle.”

“That could mean Blackrhein Reach,” Dendreth whispered.

“Possibly.” The Pontiff moved closer to Dendreth. “Whoever it is, their intent is obvious, and we must now be careful. The men who flew in on the shrike have made their way into the Vault. What they are here to steal matters not—they must not leave.” He paused. “They have used diversion, stealth, and knowledge of the Keep they should not possess. We must now be cautious.”

“How do you know it is the Vault they seek?” Dendreth asked.

Pontiff Garethe kept his rheumy eyes forward. “A quarter of a century ago, the night after I took my vow as Pontiff, I renewed and strengthened the invisible warding lines that wrap the Vault—to protect the room and prevent intrusion by anyone other than myself—as my new office dictated.” He squinted into the darkness. “I felt the warding lines that bar entry into the Vault torn down as I walked the stairs to the Hall of Greeting at the Cadrac’s first peals.”

“That is why we have left the battle above for the shadows below,” Dendreth said.

“The contents of the Vault must be protected, and those who have accomplished this invasion have power at their disposal to eliminate my protective measures. That is not easily done.”

Dendreth frowned. “Why no accompaniment of Warden while we ferret out our uninvited guests?”

“It is not us I am worried about,” Garethe answered. “We are capable. I did send two-dozen Warden—six sets of four men—to make their way downward through all possible escape routes. We will corner the intruders and take back what they have taken.”

Dendreth nodded, his gray eyes sweeping ahead. The shrikes had taken initial precedence—kill the birds and destroy the intruder’s most obvious form of escape. But here, in the depths of the Keep, the two men were prevented passage to the Vault and their quarry below by darkness so deep it seemed impenetrable. They could not go on safely without light.

Pontiff Garethe began to hum, rich and vibrant. It was a supplication, a prayer upon old lips, a soncrist sent outside of the Keep and into the world beyond to produce what was needed in the moment. Dendreth could feel it smoothly weave through the air and into the dark hallway, the air coming alive with vibration and will. The darkness quivered. Garethe added a higher pitch to the hum. A pinprick of white light blossomed into existence like a white flower opening in an outdoor garden at night. The point of light hung suspended at eye level, its color silvery and fluid, small yet for what was needed. It quickly coalesced and expanded into a ball the size of a fist, pulsing faintly until it was large enough to push the shadows back and reveal the hidden hallway.

With the modest light emanating from the hovering orb, the narrow staircase that led even deeper into the bowels of the Keep was revealed.

“In all the centuries the Godwyn faith has existed, the Keep has never been breached. The more the faith grows, the harder those who follow the pagan gods of old push back,” the Pontiff mused sadly.

“There is another it could be,” Dendreth added as they walked.

“It could be Kieren,” the Pontiff gruffly noted, entering the newly lit stairway. “He’s been gone from us for more than two decades now. He is the only one to know our secrets who has left Godwyn Keep with a snake’s will twisting inside him.”

Dendreth frowned, fearing the possible. More was going on here than he knew. The orb flew smoothly through the air and dropped out of sight into the next corridor. When the Pontifex turned to look at Garethe, his face was dark with shadows.

“If it is Kieren,” the Pontiff continued, “May the Fatherhead have mercy on us all.”

The orb continued to sail through the darkness, lighting their way. Dendreth forcibly calmed himself. Pontiff Garethe had again taken the lead, the Pontifex following and prepared for anything. Dendreth’s strides matched those of his superior—fluid and unerring. The air grew stale, and mustiness invaded Dendreth’s nose like a priest’s incense. The men continued their descent, their warm breath upon the chilled air as transitory and fleeting as fog.

After several twisting passageways, they came upon what was left of the first body. 

Dendreth fought the revulsion that swept into his stomach like volcanic fire. Disbelief mixed with horror tore at the guard’s bearded face, the only thing recognizable about him. The rest of him was strewn about the hallway in a crimson wash; it was like a kodiak had torn the man limb from body and flung the parts to the wind—but no such animal had done this. The body had been mutilated by something so sharp it had cleanly sliced through skin, flesh, and bone. Deep gashes in his blood-covered armor revealed the carnage done to the man’s chest; the guard’s sword lay in two halves, sliced through above the hilt as the bones had been. The man’s death had been grisly, and no evidence of who had done it remained.

Pontiff Garethe shook his head. “What could do this? No weapon I know of slices through flesh so cleanly.”

Dendreth was silent, a protective soncrist not far from his lips. Whatever it was would not take them unaware.

Garethe rose, his bones creaking in protest, and they continued forward. Three more of the Pontiff’s Warden were not far away, their fate the same as the first man’s. The Pontiff paused briefly above each body’s trunk before leaving them behind, intent on the moment. There would be time to grieve later.

Time slowed. The aged priests came to a large opening, the small globe floating into its middle to push back the darkness. The light rose above their heads, illuminating the six darkened doorways that spread outward. Gooseflesh arose on the back of Dendreth’s neck and arms, the stone chamber leeching his body’s heat with calculated cunning.

Pontiff Garethe pointed toward one of the yawning doorways to their right.

He began to enter the open corridor when a high-pitched whistle suddenly pierced the air. Dendreth clapped his hands over his ears and dropped uncontrollably to his knees, the painful noise like a red-hot poker driven deep into his skull. The floor rushed to meet him. Tears sprang into his eyes, and the Pontiff also dropped to the ground. The whistle permeated the round chamber, and the Keep embraced the sound to intensify it tenfold back into the void of the halls. Dendreth was paralyzed with agony.

In the next moment, darkness engulfed the men as the orb winked out.

The whistle then quit. Dendreth gulped for air and struggled to mold his thoughts back into cohesion.

What in the Seven…?


The quick silence and blackness was almost as shattering as the shrieking sound. Decades of experience and training conquering his momentary surprise, Dendreth brought the same humming song the Pontiff had used earlier into being. The soncrist again became a pinprick of blue-white light hovering near the cold chamber floor.

Dendreth blinked the tears from his eyes. The stone under his hands and the new light anchored him to the chamber. He sensed movement at the edge of his vision.

Pushing himself up off his knees—Pontiff Garethe struggling to do the same—Dendreth saw two shadows separate themselves from the blackness of the nearest doorway.

The figures wore tight-fitting black cloaks, the meager light of the orb unable to chase away the darkness within the cowls. Glints of metal flashed, the outline of weapons in hand and attached to hips and shoulders. The first man equaled Dendreth in height, his chest broad and thick, a silver whistle hanging around his neck like an amulet. The other was smaller and stocky; he had a black pack slung across his back, and it hung from his shoulders like it contained a slab of stone. The Pontifex could see nothing that signified who their intruders were, but it appeared they were alone.

And then swiftly and without a sound, they were on the old men like crazed wolverines startled from the underbrush.

The intruders attacked the Pontiff first. The fragile man was still struggling to recover from the piercing noise. Garethe had only a moment to react before a large fist crashed into the side of his head. He went flying, his frail body smashing against the wall like a bundle of sticks. Dendreth heard bones splinter, sounding as dead as dry forest tinder under boot, before Pontiff Garethe fell to the floor. He did not move.

The shorter man said something indecipherable in a thick accent and broke at a run for one of the empty doorways, vanishing upward with a short-handled axe drawn.

The remaining man had pulled a knife, its blade long and curved and gleaming like a crescent moon in the darkness of night. He advanced on Dendreth and the prostrate Pontiff. In a thick accent, he spat, “Die, priest.”

Before his attacker could traverse the few steps that separated them, Dendreth pulled his will together deep inside and sang—his soncrist immediate, full of passion and fire and need. He reached out across space, pleading for help, and warmth sprang to life in his chest and quickly spread to his palms. The lyrics of the song flickered yellow and deep, burning orange around the edges as it twisted inside, a shackled creature come alive and tortured, wrestling to be made free. Watching his adversary, Dendreth raised his hands upward, his fingers glowing red.

His call answered, fire raged from his fingertips and struck his assailant.

The man flinched, turning his head from the heat and fear, but it was too late. The flames struck him high on the chest and the left side of his face, igniting his clothing and driving him back. The knife he held clattered to the stone floor, forgotten. An anguished howl escaped him as the fire ravaged, and the charred smell of burning flesh punctuated the cold air. The Pontifex reigned in the fire, its power nestled and pulsating within his fingertips, suddenly feeling tired.

Reduced to maddened animal instincts, the burned man attacked Dendreth with a new urgency, the flames still flickering on his chest.

Fire again rose up between the men at Dendreth’s calling, but it did not stop his attacker this time. The intruder pummeled the Pontifex against the wall before the old man could bring any additional protection to bear. The air rushed from his lungs. The fire died in his hands. Iciness crept into his body. A fist like a Giant’s struck him on the side of his jaw. Inky spots sprinkled his vision, and his limbs lost substance. He sank toward the freezing stone floor, becoming one with it.

After what could have been a moment or an eternity, the warm, iron taste of blood in his mouth brought Dendreth back. His hands ached as though blistered and burned, his fingers curled and raw. He struggled to his feet, his limbs responding with near powerless jerks.

The Pontiff was still. All was deathly quiet. Their attackers were gone and with them whatever they had taken from the Vault.

Dendreth knelt next to his friend, a headache fully blossomed within his skull, and saw by the weak light the beaten, ancient man still breathed. Leaving Garethe behind, Dendreth stumbled after the assailants, his mind gray and fuzzy.

He made his way up through the hallways, stairways, and corridors of the underground levels of the Keep. He was briefly aware of stumbling over bodies, but none of them were like the ones he had discovered earlier. Before long, he was on the stone steps leading into the Courtyard, the colorful gardens that were so beautiful by day now dark and muted as horror surrounded the Illym.

The war shrikes were gone. Carnage had replaced them. Dozens of armor-encased Wards, bloodied and sweaty, littered the grounds, their cries and whimpers rising into the night air. Few ashen-faced feyr’im were among their Ward brethren, but those who were, were unmoving, their long limbs crooked and their angular features frozen in death. The Keep had mobilized against the threat—to protect the Illym at any cost—but the cost had been large.

Those defenders still capable of battle were running back toward Dendreth, weapons at the ready, looking to the sky. Dendreth followed their gazes and his heart sank.

Amidst the seven tall spires, a shrike clung to the Isle Tower, its talons digging into the stone of Godwyn Keep for purchase, its wings flapping against the starry sky for balance. The bird screeched into the night. Two shadows were grappling onto its back from one of the tower’s many windows. Hundreds of Warden and feyr’im scrambled to reach the top of the tower, but they would be too late.

The Pontifex watched the great war bird separate itself with a mighty heave of its strong legs and begin winging away southward with its two riders, the creature’s silhouette stark against the shining crescent moon and the field of stars it was nestled within.

Around him, the moans of the dying punctuated the air.  Kieren crept into Dendreth’s thoughts, and the Pontiff’s earlier words returned to the Pontifex with chilling clarity.

If it is Kieren, may the Fatherhead have mercy on us all.




 


 


 


 


 


Chapter 1


 


Sparks flew into the burning morning air with every strike, the hammer falls echoing into the world, as Sorin Westfall shaped and molded beauty from iron. The forge was blistering hot, its fire pit a deep sea of angry orange and flaming yellow, but he ignored it. The concentration in his green eyes burned into the metal, the forge and all of its harsh conditions melting away save the needs of the iron and the fire. He wore no shirt, preferring to maintain sweaty closeness to the fire and its needs. With the smallest hammerhead in his arsenal of tools, Sorin delicately struck the red-hot piece of metal, humming a throaty song while he flattened and twisted the glowing mass against an anvil into art.



For eleven winters, Sorin had worked a forge, his first memories assisting his blacksmith father. At first, the fire pit had hypnotized the boy, the hungry animal of flame groveling to be free and yet bent to his father’s will. Several burns later and repeated harsh words from his father had curtailed the boy’s fascination, and he began to give grudging respect to the fire and what its purpose merited. The fire was not an animal to be played with—it was just another tool in the forge to create a means to an end.


He put the hammer down and reached up to the bellows handle, giving it several strong pulls. The fire flared brilliantly, the coals turning white like the summer sun, and a hot blast of air blew against his brow. Sorin drove the metal back into the coals; the tongs he grasped grew warm in his hand but did not burn. He pumped the bellows a few more times in smooth motions, and the emboldened flames chased the shadows of the shop back.


Each new fold in the metal—every new twist, heating, and hammer stroke—produced something wholly unique. Every time he turned a project in his callused hands, something new emerged. It was in this way that with each new project, he learned more about the process. His father was a great resource, but true learning came only by the attempt. The forge gave him the chance to know himself better with every plunge of fire, every strike of hammer, every sweet chime that sprang from the anvil into the hot air.


His father called him an artisan, a young man of extraordinary talent. Sorin thought himself someone who merely looked for the potential in the metal before coaxing it to its desired shape.


He pulled from the furnace the thin, curled piece of iron, radiant from its short time in the hot coals, and began to weld it with another heated piece. The flattened metal glommed onto the curved piece, their mutual heat flowing into one another and joining like warm butter on newly baked bread. It was the final segment, and with the exception of an ornate engraving he would complete on the morrow, the piece was all but finished.


Sorin carefully removed the piece from the grip of the vice with both tongs and dunked the newly formed object into a deep trough of water. As soon as the hot iron hit the water bath, steam rose in a plume, hissing like a snake. The air around Sorin grew humid and sticky. He pulled his work from its bath and admired its curves, shining as water fell from it in dark beads.


The door of the shop opened and a tall, broad-shouldered man entered.


“Son, get cleaned up. It’s almost time to leave.”


Sorin stopped humming and flashed a brief smile at his father. Arvel was an imposing, serious man with flashing green eyes and a penchant for working harder than Sorin’s mother thought healthy. Arvel was the blacksmith for all of Thistledon, although he preferred to separate his in-town smithy from his home and family life. The town boys marveled at his father, calling him the biggest and strongest man around. Sorin thought they were probably right. He was an immovable giant—thick as an oak and just as stubborn. Some people were afraid of his appearance and steady, unflinching gaze, but the few people who knew him well thought of him as a boulder, the stone of the earth, a man whose own personal, quiet confidence instilled the same in others.


Sorin looked back to his work. “I will, Father. Just finishing for today.”


Arvel approached the workbench and bent lower to get a closer look at his son’s work, the older man’s long raven-black hair falling behind him in a loosely-braided tail.


“This is for the Oldtens?” he asked.

Sorin nodded. Arvel ran his tough, thick fingers over the lines of the piece. “I think they’re going to love it.”


Sorin eyed his handiwork again with the discerning eyes he had inherited from his father. “Tomorrow will tell, I suppose, if I can truly bring it to life or not. It needs a lot of detail work.”


“You know what Pastor Hadlin says—‘The All Father is in the details.’” Arvel smirked for a moment and winked at his son. He straightened and tousled Sorin’s unruly black hair. “Amazing work, Son. Truly. Now get cleaned up or your mother will have both our hides.”


Sorin quickly returned the forge tools to their rightful places, covered the glowing fire pit with its hood, and ran out the door of the shop into the chill mid-morning air.


Shallow mist spun from the cold mountain reaches above him, but their tendrils retreated in defeat as the summer morning sun exposed the land in color and brightness. The splintered peaks of the Krykendaals shadowed everything, piercing the depths of blue sky, the faintest trace of their icy, wintry mantle still evident.


The beauty of Sorin’s wilderness home was unfamiliar to most in the Kingdom, but there were horrors in these environs they would also never know. The mountains were dangerous, full of predators, treacherous cliffs, and a clime most of the year even the hardiest men would not dare. But the lofty peaks were comforting in their familiarity; they assured Sorin permanence in his life—an unchanging solidity—he found appealing.


The exception to this unchanging solitude was the Sercei River, a thin, clear ribbon of water beginning in the highest hills to the north near Bervale that winded its way westward toward Silver Lake. Sorin preferred using its chilling, clear water to wash; he plunged his sweaty, grime-covered arms into the brook and dunked his head in as well, the mountain runoff sending a shock through his body. It was invigorating, and it saved his mother the burden of hauling more water home for bathing.


While he knelt on the shore and his forge-fevered skin cooled, a brown speckled brook trout swam within reach, sliding from the deeper water up to him. More than a dozen soon circled it, occasionally splashing water up at Sorin as if playing. He smiled. Fish always did this. Winters earlier when he went fishing for the first time, his father had cast the line out into the water only to discover the fish gathering at his son’s feet. The boy had looked up at his father and giggled. His father believed the fish were hungry; all Sorin knew it had not changed as he had grown older.


As he watched a pair of dragonflies dart across the smoothly moving water in flashes of green and gold, a ray of sunshine caught the silvery sheen of the long, faint scars that grazed his left shoulder. He noted them absently, his mind adrift, thinking about the remaining work he had to finish the next day.


“Sorin! We’re leaving!”


Amidst the low gurgle of the brook, his father’s voice cut through his reverie.


“You are safe from me today,” Sorin said. The fish continued to gape at him as he left to change into his town clothes.


The trip to Thistledon was quick and peaceful, Jak Nelly pulling their cart with ease. After sixteen winters of life, Sorin knew the foliage-lined track to town like his father’s forge—in every detail. Towering firs, broad oaks, and aged cedars populated the rolling hills and valleys. All of the animals had awoken from their slumber or returned from the warmer regions south and west, and their chitter and chatter pervaded the day. Other than the occasional crag cat or mountain kodiak that wandered down from the highlands, the forest was safe, and if one of these more dangerous animals did cross his family’s path, his father was a match for the former and smarter than the latter.


Sorin’s mother sat to his right on the cart’s bench, a slim presence in the afternoon sunshine. Catha Westfall was light and airy, thin like a willow, and lovely, possessing a smile that could lighten the heaviest heart. She sought happiness in all things. A cloud was only as dark as a person let it be, and Catha saw the cloud’s silvery lining more easily than most.


Arvel turned the cart onto a wider dirt pathway. After several long stretches of road, smoke appeared, hanging just above the trees to either side of the path as though afraid of venturing into the far-reaching sky. More roads and pathways increasingly intersected the byway, and the thick forest thinned to reveal homes and other buildings tucked neatly in its depths. The sun was directly overhead, its midday warmth and sunshine preempting their arrival into Thistledon.


* * * * *


Thistledon was a growing ores and precious metals community in the far reaches of the Vaarland province. Originally it had been a tiny outpost, a place where the hardiest could make a good living trapping unique furs or panning for precious metals. More and more people had been drawn to the area—hoping wealth would become theirs—and the town grew out of need for an economic center. With growth came outlaws and bandits, always looking for easy prey and easier fortunes, as acerbic and damaging as the sharp red-tipped weed the town was named after.


As Jak Nelly plodded onward, the homes of the forest were replaced with businesses, the outermost the newest built.  Sorin enjoyed coming to town. He had never adventured far from home, most of his excursions occurring with his father while they hunted in the highlands above their house. Thistledon was different. His father had his business in the center of town, a blacksmith forge twice the size of the one back home, to serve the needs of the community. Often unique and colorful travelers drifted through—trappers, hunters, and miners—and Sorin would listen to their tales and news with a careful curiosity.


“Looks as though we have new neighbors, Catha,” Arvel said, flicking the horse’s reins toward their left.


A father, not more than thirty winters, tied his horse off at a post before the common store. Behind the horse, a cart filled with a woman, three young boys, and whatever possessions they could bring with them waited as the man went inside. They had darker skin than those who appraised them from the street, and their hair was coppery silver. The family looked tired and weary, and dust coated most of their belongings.


“More and more people moving from the south,” Catha commented. “The drought in La Zandia must be as bad as we’ve heard.”


“Or the pagans have driven them out,” Arvel spat onto the ground.


There were not many folk from La Zandia in Thistledon; Sorin had seen only a few in all his winters, their hair coloring giving them away. More had come in recent weeks. But many in town whispered they brought with them the old pagan ways, a slight to Godwyn. What his father said was true—some kind of unrest in the south had spurred an exodus of sorts, and Vaarland was close to the province and still wild.


“Once Pastor Hadlin introduces them to the community, all will be well,” Catha said, seeking out the face of her husband.  “You’ll see.”


Arvel did not reply and clicked at Jak Nelly to pull them through the middle of town. Lying in the midst of the weaver, mason, baker, and butcher businesses sat the Broken Leg Inn, the oldest structure in Thistledon, its wood still strong and straight but grayed by time’s passing. Sitting outside its doors on benches, four figures watched those who passed. They had the hardened look of outdoorsmen, unshaven, with dirty sinister intent flickering in their eyes.


Two of them were town ruffians, hired thugs. Another figure was cloaked and hooded, the darkness of the cowl impenetrable even in daylight.


The fourth man lounged near the cowled figure. He was near his fortieth winter with greasy hair, matching complexion, and a ragged, puckered scar weaving along his jaw and through his bristling beard. Sorin had never seen him before. The man locked eyes with Sorin, and he quickly turned away but looked back after a moment. The man just grinned at him, fingering his sheathed knife’s handle.


“Still think the best of the newcomers, Catha,” Arvel said, and Sorin turned back to his father. Arvel leaned forward in his seat, keeping his voice low. “Those four have a look I don’t much care for.”


Catha raised an eyebrow. “As if you’ve never been given a second chance.”


Arvel grunted and kept his thoughts to himself. Eyes stared into Sorin’s back, crawling over his body like worms. He did not turn around.


They soon came to the church, its simple steeple and entryway inviting and open. It had been built when Godwyn Keep had arrived to bring the All Father’s word to the burgeoning populace three decades earlier, but gentle care and upkeep had prevented it from falling into any disrepair. It was made from gray stones, built to withstand the harsh winters for permanence, and although it looked small from the outside, it was expansive while standing within its walls.


Arvel tied the horse, and the family entered the open doublewide doors into the vestibule. They made their way through those milling around with nods and short greetings. Brys Oldten stood in the entryway of the main hall, and Sorin smiled at her as he walked by. She looked downward shyly but smiled in return, greeting him and his parents.


They sat in the middle of the church, many rows of wooden benches in front of them as well as behind. The sanctuary filled up quickly, families and singles, couples and children, the congregation coming from all over the area. Sorin thought about his work for the forthcoming day while he waited for the sermon to begin.


A hush soon filled the sanctuary. Pastor Hadlin approached his podium from a side door he favored, a black leather-bound book in his hand.


“Grovelers!” he screamed as he reached his place of speech.


People jumped at the pastor’s admonishment, and it was immediately apparent there was something wrong with the man. Sweat matted his lank sandy-gray hair against his brow, and a fever emanated from his shiny blue eyes, hot and electric like lightning. His brown cassock fell from him in folds, the sleeves pushed back toward his elbows with haphazardness. Arvel looked to Catha and she shook her head. People glanced to each other for an answer only their pastor could give, but they kept silent, waiting to see what transpired.


Pastor Hadlin threw the black book on the podium and flung it open with a vehemence Sorin had never seen in the Pastor.


“The Book of Jonick from the All Father’s Codex tells us much about ourselves.” He struggled for breath and was stooped as if an anvil weighed him down. His eyes were manic and fell on nothing. “We are a low people, dragged into a fiery pit by our own machinations and hidden secrets. Centuries ago, the Fatherhead gave his life for a people bereft of hope, to save them and prevent evil from destroying creation. The Fey’r were a people different from the rest, persecuted by Giants and pagans, nearly destroyed by false fears and lies. One man became more than he dreamed, assisting those who were hunted and murdered. His teachings of forgiveness changed the tide during the War of the Kingdoms, and it was his own death that gave life.


Sweat formed a bright sheen on Pastor Hadlin’s flushed skin. “We have forgotten that lesson. All have!


“Scholar Jonick writes the Wrathful wailed! Not at the moment of the hammer strike but a heartbeat before. For Evil finally knew the All Father’s intent for Aerom, and it cried out in anger at being cheated of its chance to free itself from its prison among us. Isere the Cunning, whose hand evil had guided, brought the hammer down with all her hatred, malice, and might, and the knight of our souls was pinioned, a stake driven through his hands to split wide the tree he was hung upon. Our savior’s blood flowed; our redemption was given!”


He paused, panting for air.


“Aerom’s death rattle began with that underhanded wickedness, but it was also his, the Feyr, and our salvation. It was divinity’s execution, part of the All Father’s plan all along! The winged beasts snarled and hissed! Men dropped to their knees, out of the ravings of the Wrathful or their new fealty, the Book does not recount. The Fatherhead gave his life so others could live—so that he could prevent the slithering darkness from escaping its prison. The forces of evil knew they were beaten, brought low by true humility and honest sacrifice.”


Those people in front of Sorin squirmed in their seats. Most looked around, worried. Some of the people looked behind him, their eyes hard suddenly. Sorin turned, searching for their discomfort’s source.


At the rear of the sanctuary, an old man stood, arms folded across his chest as though he were warding himself from something ill. Dark circles played under his eyes and his cheeks had sunk as if the weight of centuries pulled them down. Thick, disheveled white hair flew in all directions like twigs in a bird’s nest, and his beard matched—long and scraggly with a look of abandonment to it. He had been handsome once, but that had been long ago, life reducing him to sickness. The old man was tall, but he looked small as he hunkered within himself, a defeated man whose life had beaten him down with its vicissitudes and who had never had the courage to battle back.


Rumors in the community ran rampant about the man. He lived in the wilds as Sorin did, away from those who might criticize him. Sorin had caught glimpses of him at church—an entire year might go by and then the old man would visit for several weeks before disappearing again. He never sat down, and was always gone before the end of the pastor’s speech. He was a mystery with no evident clues.


Suddenly, the old man noticed Sorin’s gaze, and their eyes met—pale sky-blue locking with forest green.


Arvel tapped his son firmly on his leg. Sorin turned back around, the stare broken, Sorin’s curiosity fading as the pastor’s booming voice reasserted itself.


“I awoke last night from a terrible dream, its portents too dire to ignore! I stood alone on a hillside overseeing destruction. The skies were a rolling crimson fire, the glow casting blood on the landscape, and leather hide stretched across the entire continent in a blanket of suffocating blackness. Creatures rose up from the mud of nightmare, roaming the world, and the land withered at their coming. A hot wind blew across my brow, its scent tainted with metal and decay. The ground shook beneath my feet. It was not unlike the Book of Samath’s account of Aerom’s dream and the direction he received the night before he defied death. The dream was vivid and real, sinister at its core. It dragged me from ignorance! Underlying it was a single moment of wickedness that spread like leprosy, and I knew from whence it stemmed—the seeds of our destruction have been sown by our own immoral desires and our lust for power!”


Thistledon’s spiritual leader swooned with wild eyes. Sorin was pinned in his seat, unable to look away.


“Defilers! We have destroyed our Fatherhead’s intent!” he snarled with naked hate contorting his features. “The pagan gods desire dominion!”


Pastor Hadlin panted heavily after the burst and then fell backward, tears streaming down his face. His copy of the Codex fell with him. Some of the people stood up, worry on their faces, while the pastor’s wife and daughter helped him up from behind the lectern. Those in the church were talking softly to themselves, some moving to give what aid they could, most staying where they were, caught as though in a spider’s web.


Sorin turned. The mysterious man at the back of the church was gone.


Arvel and Catha stood and ushered their son outside to Jak Nelly. The mid-afternoon sunshine hit Sorin’s face, but he did not feel it. A pit of cold had settled in his center. Pastor Hadlin, who was an optimistic speaker at the pulpit—who for years had led everyone with compassion, care, and conviction—had been upset and angry, flinging accusations at those he led. Sorin had known the pastor for a long time, had grown up with his daughter Brys, but he had never seen the man like this.


Once the family was seated in the cart, Sorin’s father flicked the reins, and their leather snap set Jak Nelly in motion for home.


Catha looked into her husband’s face. “I am really worried about Pastor Hadlin, Arvel.”


Arvel nodded. “He was not himself. He looked fevered, and the circles under his eyes were dark, as if his troubles have followed him out of sleep. He is likely ill.” He paused. “I’ve never seen a man look so gaunt with so much energy, not even those who chew the kintra tree bark. Something is wrong…” Arvel stared ahead, his brow furrowed.


“What is it?” Arvel’s wife asked.


“There was something familiar about his eyes I can’t bring myself to remember,” he said.


“What about the things he said?” Sorin asked. “The pagans rising up again?”


“He was ill, Sorin,” Catha said. “Those from La Zandia are now brothers and sisters in the All Father. It was the rambling of a sick man, I’m sure of it.”


As they rode past the inn, Sorin noticed the four outlaws were no longer there. He breathed easier at the knowledge.


His mother looked over at him. “You are seeing Brys tomorrow, aren’t you? To take the gift you made for her parents’ anniversary?”


Sorin nodded. “Probably in the late morning. The detail work will take me that long at least.”


“Be sure to tell Marionyl that if she needs anything, if her husband needs anything, all they have to do is ask us.”


Sorin squeezed her small, delicate hand and offered her a smile. “I will, Mother.”


She smiled like the sun, her honied hair golden in the afternoon, but worry etched its way into the few wrinkles she had around her hazel eyes. It was a worry that mirrored his own.


The family was nearly home, the sun beginning its inexorable dip into the western valley hills, when a roaring scream shattered the heavens. All three of them instinctually hunkered down and looked upward, and Sorin’s breath caught.


Spreading across the sky was a thick black line running from the Kyrkendaal mountain range to the western horizon. The stain was fluid, bits of sky appearing through it as it flowed above their heads. The sun was high enough to catch it, highlighting its darkness, yet with another look Sorin could see it was not all black but varying shades of dark earth tones—not one continuous entity but one made up of smaller individual parts with wings spread wide against the sky. The parts weaved in and out from one another as they moved. Sorin understood why he initially thought it was a single line—the forms were at different heights, overlapping like foliage in a tree. Dozens of the creatures continued on to the west, and with sudden certainty Sorin realized what they were.


Dragons.


He had seen them occasionally but always from a distance. They were predators, staying mostly in the lower peaks of the Krykendaals in the summer and migrating like other animals in the winter. They were beasts, without reasoning minds, roaming the land in packs like feral dogs. Some speculated they were more than that, possessing intellect. They had been part of the War of the Kingdoms ages past, used as pawns by evil to wipe clean the Feyr from the land. Sorin had always been intrigued by the animals but was smart enough to not dare seek one out.


Another series of screaming bursts broke the silence and then faded.


“They are moving out of season. Unnaturally.” Arvel paused as his eyes swept the sky. “They’ve only been up there several weeks. All my years living here, I have never seen this.”


“What does it mean,” Sorin asked. “After what Pastor Hadlin said…”


Arvel did not have an answer as he watched the dragons travel west. Through the overhanging branches covering the road, the creatures were tiny specks in the far distance. A slight wind rustled the trees, the branches moving lazily back and forth, and as quickly as they had come the dragons were gone.


Jak Nelly plodded homeward. No one spoke. In the pit of Sorin’s stomach, his father’s unease took root; it remained with him most of the night.


Sorin wondered where the dragons were flying.


He wondered if he would ever know.






 


 


 


 


Chapter 2


 


The forge was cold and the morning colder when Sorin uncovered the fire pit to bring the last few surviving coals back to life and begin his work. He had slept fitfully the night before, and at morning’s first light he had woken, vaguely remembering dreams of wings suffocating him as they flapped about his head and pale blue eyes staring into the center of his being. Now his day had started earlier than expected.

While he pumped the bellows and added fuel to the pit, he looked out the building’s window into the gray mountain mist of the morning. The world was washed of color. His parents were still sleeping next door, a shared wall adjoining the forge to the four-room house. They would stir soon, but there would be no noise coming from the forge; the heavy hammer work had already been done. Sorin placed the section needing attention into the revived pit; a few hours of meticulous detailing and the gift would be finished.

“When I was young, I used to work early too,” Arvel said from the doorway, a wide yawn opening in his mouth like a cave. “The morning always feels like the most creatively rewarding time of day. No one is around, the world is still for one’s own thoughts to travel, and the strength one wields is greater than any other hour.”

Sorin smiled wanly. “Actually, I awoke from a persistent nightmare. I decided, why fight it?”

The doorframe creaked in protest as Arvel leaned against it. “A young man like you shouldn’t be troubled so.”

Sorin continued to pump the bellows and turn his project in the coals, heating it evenly. His father was always there for him, a friendly, strong presence.

“No, it was just a dream. I don’t remember much of it. Just a rush of emotions and even those were fleeting.” He paused. “The old man who comes to the church services sometimes. Who is he?”

Arvel crossed his thick arms. “Just an old man. He’s lived in the wilderness, even beyond us, for so long he may not even know who he is anymore.” Arvel hesitated. “Some think him a crazy old loon; some rumor him to be the ghost of a knight. Me? One thing I do know he is no ghost—he is merely a man getting older, looking for something he has lost or perhaps never known.”

“Why do you think that?” Sorin asked, looking up.

Arvel shrugged. “As with many people, you can read it in his eyes.”

Sorin pulled the glowing piece from the coals, placing it between two vices, and with a small, sharp-edged tool began adding beautiful detail to malleable iron. Sorin had seen what his father talked about in that old man’s eyes as well. He had suffered prolonged torture seeded in the man’s very depths. It was something that pervaded his life; the old man almost choked by it. It scared Sorin to think there was something in the world that could reduce a man so completely; worse, that a man would let it happen to himself.

“Have you ever spoken to him?” he asked.

“A few times,” Arvel said. “He keeps to himself, mostly.”

“How can someone get along in life like that?”

Arvel looked to the floor. “The best they can, I suspect. Thistledon has accepted him.”

“Like the pagan family?” Sorin said. “I saw the looks from people who passed by them.”

“We as a family can only do what we can and help them acclimate the best they can,” Arvel said gruffly. “What transpires in La Zandia will send more of them seeking peace here.”

Sorin held no bias against anyone who did not warrant it through their actions. Some of Thistledon’s people grumbled about the newcomers without having even talked to them. It was something he would never understand.

“Besides, as your mother said, sometimes people need a new beginning.”

Sorin nodded, etching feathers into the soft metal.

“Eh, life moves on,” Arvel continued. “I’m going to need your help early this afternoon. Winter was hard on the house and it is time we re-shingle the roof.”

Still considering his father’s words and lost within the final, delicate moments of his work, Sorin said, “I won’t take long. I promise.”

Arvel grunted. “You get lost in your work as I do.”

Sorin hummed then, a low, intertwining melody as he carved into the softened, glowing iron.

When Sorin looked up, his father was gone.


* * * * *

With the work complete, Sorin saddled his horse Creek and prepared for Thistledon. The sun was breaking the morning mist apart, sending it back into hiding as the chocolate-colored stallion whickered impatiently. Creek was willful at times, young and strong, but he was Sorin’s favorite, a gift from his father. The horse was agile, unafraid of the more dangerous mountain animals; he had saved Sorin from certain harm several times since their friendship began.

Sorin drew in a cool breath, cinching the orb stanchion securely into place on the saddle. It had turned out better than he had expected, unique and perfect for the Oldten family. It was half as tall as he was, with four legs shaped like bird talons. The shaft was shiny until it splayed out at its other end. There, carved into iron relief as dark as midnight, sat perched a griffin, wings unfurled, poised to fly. The creature’s feathers were sculpted in fine detail, as were its eyes—staring pale agates Sorin had set within the metal. Where the eagle ended, the lion half began, sleek and strong, with a twisting tail held as high as the wings. Sorin was pleased with his work.

It would be placed in Pastor Hadlin’s home, to display a glowing ball of light between the griffin’s wings, tail, and head, as the Godwyn order was apt to do. It would bring illumination to the Oldten household even in the darkest winter days.

With the stanchion secured, Sorin pulled himself up onto the worn, creaking leather and looked to the sky as Creek started toward Thistledon. Following after him, his father’s hammer strokes rang into the forest but slowly faded with each step Creek took.

Creek took his rider deeper into the forest. The sky was a pale blue with brilliant white clouds lumbering to the east over the high mountain peaks, their shadows darkening Sorin’s path before moving on. Birds flew and twittered around him, and insects buzzed on their own errands. The forest smelled fresh and inviting. No dragons stirred the air. All seemed normal, as if the unusual events of yesterday were a mere dream’s memory.

But sometimes, Sorin reflected, dreams had a way of following a person back into waking life.

Creek was full of vigor—his long winter spent within the barn giving way to energetic freedom—and they came to Thistledon within a bell. Sorin guided his horse through the center of town, which was bustling with citizens and visitors of all kinds. Of the pagans, there was no sign. Sorin made his way to the far end of the town where the church and the Oldten’s homestead resided.

When Godwyn Keep had established its presence in Thistledon, it also had built a residence for the pastor and his family. It was nestled far behind the rear of the church, set in a copse of ancient cedar. The Oldtens had spent more than a decade there, a simple home for hardworking people. Sorin sidled up along the outside of the church, making his way past it on a narrow, bare track of dirt. The wood was silent, the air cool and scented of new growing grass and the sweetness of cedar wood. He slid easily off the saddle, tied Creek to a hitching post, took the wrapped stanchion from its leather straps, and knocked on the front door of the home.

It was only moments before a girl a winter his younger opened the door with a smile.

“Good morning, Brys,” Sorin said.

The young girl looked up at him with eyes the color of a storm, and he felt himself grow warm all over. “Hello, Sorin. How are you?”

Brys Oldten was the only child of the pastor. Sorin had known her for as long as he could remember. It was only in the last few seasons, however, that he had started looking at her differently. As she grew into a young woman, her body had elongated almost overnight. She now wore dresses rather than breeches, and her hair—which had once been messy and unkempt as a playing child—was now long and straight, a golden sheen rippling just under its surface. Her voice now possessed a lyrical quality that mystified Sorin, leaving him at unease around her.

Many things were different, and that included something inside of him too. Awkwardness stole over him and something in his throat cracked. “I’m doing well. Just… dropping this off to you as our gift for your parents’ anniversary.”

Wary of its substantial weight, Brys carefully took the gift and gently unwrapped it. The surprise on her face warmed him further. “Sorin, it’s beautiful. Perfect. They are going to love it.”

Heat rose higher into Sorin’s cheeks. He shoved his hands into his tunic pockets, giddy the orb stanchion met with her approval. “It turned out well.”

She turned and vanished into the house, lightness to her step, and returned immediately without the gift. “Let’s go,” she said.

Sorin grew dizzy. “Where?”

“Anywhere.”

“Brys!” an agonized wail called from the home’s confines, one Sorin recognized and yet did not at the same time. It was Pastor Hadlin. “Where you goin’?”

Sorin was about to respond when Marionyl Oldten came to the door. Her hair was up but ill kept, strands falling around her worried face. Dark circles surrounded her eyes, lack of sleep embedded there. She made a glance backward before turning to Brys. “Go, Brys,” she said, as the voice slurred rage again behind her.

The smile suddenly gone, Brys grabbed Sorin by the hand and led him around the side of the house. After a few steps, Sorin stopped abruptly. Brys took another step before realizing her charge had separated from her. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

Sorin looked away, shaking his head. “I can’t. I have to get back. My father asked me to help him as soon as possible.” He paused. “And your father…” he said, gesturing at the home.

Brys stared at him hard for only a moment, the earlier softness vanishing and a gray gloom overcoming her youthful features.

“Your father is still very ill?” he asked.

She looked at him, all playfulness absent. “I have to get out of there. I just need to be away now that my mother has returned.”

The burdening stress behind each of her words was an earnest plea. Yet Sorin needed to return home. Down deep, he knew his father would not be happy if he decided to stay. But his mother had also reaffirmed if the Oldtens needed anything, the Westfalls would answer. Treating Pastor Hadlin had obviously been draining on Brys. If Sorin were to stay and disregard his father’s needs, was he not doing what his mother thought right, what his father would ultimately think was right? Was it not the All Father’s way of offering help to a family that needed it?

“Okay, but not for long.”

She brightened, her eyes flashing with happiness.

Leaving her father’s recriminations behind, they walked out behind her home and up a gently rising slope until they reached the foothills above Thistledon. The day was bright, while the lazy tendrils of chimney smoke formed a ghostly gray canopy above the town’s trees. Brys was silent as she walked in front of him. Still unsure whether or not he was doing the right thing but knowing it was too late to change his decision, Sorin continued onward. He thought he knew where they were going but kept quiet, wondering what Brys had in mind.

The ground leveled and an expansive orchard opened up to them, filled with apple, plum, and pear trees. The trees were old, their trunks gnarled and twisted as they rose out of the black earth. Insects buzzed throughout the orchard and wove around Brys and Sorin. The sunshine was warm and comforting, melting Sorin’s worry over what he was doing away.

It was in the orchard where Sorin had formed his friendships with the other town’s children. During the summer it was the place they met, fought, and imagined other lands full of Giants, Feyr, Dwar’n, and evil kings. In the deep snows of winter, the children would build ice fortresses on either end of the orchard, and with snowballs as their weapons stage battles amidst the barren trees. Brys and other girls played as well, and mothers would sometimes oversee the white carnage, joining in themselves to take shots at their children. 

Now that time of childhood had passed, relegated to memory. He wondered what else he might lose as he grew older.

Brys sat down at the edge of the orchard’s fence on its springy grass, her knees pulled up to her chest. Sorin joined her. At the edge of the horizon, Silver Lake—large even from such a distance—shimmered like hammered tin. Sorin breathed the world in, happy to comfort Brys in any way he could.

“My father is not well,” she said finally. “Not at all. The last two nights he’s woken screaming, the sweat from a fever soaking his bedding. But he isn’t sick. No cough, no swelling. My mother has looked him over and can’t tell what’s wrong.” She shook her head, looking off into the distance. “Others in town have looked in on him, and I’ve heard them murmur when they don’t believe I am listening. Something wild and unnatural has gripped him, changed him.

Sorin ran his hand over the grass, feeling the soft barbs tickle his palm. “My parents and I were also worried. My mother told me to pass along her well wishes, and if we can do anything, just ask. And if there’s anything I can do…”

Brys reached out and squeezed his hand briefly, her eyes sad but grateful. “That’s sweet. Thank you.”

Feeling the heat rise into his face again, Sorin looked away. “He was not himself. And the dream he spoke of… I’ve never heard him say anything negative like that.

She seemed to look past the lake’s twinkling waters, to be somewhere else. “My father is not the kind of man who believes in the fantastic. He is grounded.”

Thinking of the family from La Zandia, Sorin said, “I hope some of the people don’t take your father’s words literally.”

“My father hates no one,” she said shaking her head. “You know that. Even those who worship the pagan gods of old along with the All Father are welcome in his church.”

Sorin had an impulse to hold her hand again but did not reach out. Instead he said, “He’ll be fine, Brys.”

They sat for a while, not speaking. A wind rustled the leaves of the trees behind them, a soft sigh through aged branches.

Sorin broke their long silence. “Did you see the dragons yesterday?”

Brys shook her head, interest in her eyes.

“On the way home after the service, dragons were spread thick over the sky, traveling westward.” Sorin said, emphasizing its gravity. “They were screeching and trumpeting into the air as they left.”

“Wouldn’t it be great to see what they’ve seen? To leave Thistledon behind and see all things new. To smell the sea air of the ocean and ride upon it, letting the wind take you wherever it chooses. Or to visit the ancient Sentinels of Lockwood or even see the Illym and touch its sacred trunk and velvety leaves.” She gestured to the west. “Don’t you want to visit parts of the world we have only listened to tales of?”

Sorin nodded, although he did not share her enthusiasm. Thistledon was home. There was a small spark of curiosity at his center that wished to explore and know more of the world. There was no reason to deny it. But he was happy where he was, and he recognized it.

“I don’t see myself leaving here,” he said softly. “At least not for a long time.”

She frowned momentarily before a teasing smile replaced it. Her eyes sparkled. “I bet a girl could make you leave.”

Sorin picked a blade of green grass and twisted it this way and that, intent only on the thin leaf and shying away from the look he knew was meant to antagonize him. He decided it was best to ignore her and pray nothing more came of it.

Taking on the deeper voice of authority he had but gained in the last year, Sorin returned to his original point. “The dragons are leaving, Brys, and they oughtn’t. They always stay through summer, right? Yet they are departing. It’s far too early for them to migrate—it’s never happened like this before.” He paused, feeling the heat in his cheeks finally returning to normal. “You know how animals will scatter from the forest if lightning starts a forest fire late in summer?”

She was serious again and nodded.

“Maybe the dragons are leaving not because they want to, but because they have to. Maybe something terrible has come to the Krykendaals, forcing the dragons out? Something we haven’t seen?”

Brys looked up to the sky, and Sorin almost looked to see if the dragons had returned. “Well, what could it be that would drive them away?” she asked.

Sorin just shook his head. He did not know.

A lean red-chest robin landed on a branch above Sorin’s head, singing with a warble that sweetened the air. Another bird deeper in the orchard answered its song and soon a cacophony of birds filled the afternoon. Sorin smiled but could not shake the darkness that had surrounded his heart with icy intent. The raving of Hadlin Oldten echoed inside Sorin’s head, and now the unsettling of the dragons—the beasts a part of the natural order of the wilds—added another dimension of worry.

Despite having never seen one closely, he knew a dragon was formidable and dangerous, a creature better left alone than crossed. One had come into Thistledon decades ago, wounded and angry, bloodied from a recent battle with one of its own kind. Maddened, it had attacked those in the streets and destroyed buildings. It would not leave. Nearly every man in town helped weaken the dragon with thick-headed arrows and spears and killed it. The dragon’s skeleton was half buried outside of town, only giant bones left to mark its passing. Sorin had heard other stories from the wilds as well. Whatever forced the beasts out was something Thistledon and its people wanted no part of.

Then Sorin noticed how low in the sky the sun had fallen and leapt to his feet. “I have to get home! I’ve stayed too long. Are you okay?”

Brys smiled up at him. “Yes. Thank you. It was nice to escape for a while.” Sorin helped her to her feet, and she wiped the errant grass from her dress.

They quickly made their way back down the trail, leaving the orchard behind. In moments, they were at her front door again.

“I hope your father gets well soon, Brys,” Sorin said. “I meant it earlier—if you or your family needs anything, just ask.”

She smiled and stole a quick kiss on his cheek. It was like the quickened wings of a butterfly touching him before flying away. Flame climbed back through his cheeks again and stayed there, the blush spreading to his body. He turned and fled as she vanished indoors.

Forgotten were dragons and the pastor’s words. Forgotten was his father and the help he needed at home. Unclear feelings churned within him as he untied Creek and pulled himself up into the saddle.

Sorin knew other boys his age were confused when it came to the girls they had grown up with. Not one of his male friends mentioned it explicitly, but he knew it was on all of their minds. He was curious but uncertain about Brys, interested but perplexed, a paradox of emotions flooding through him in a torrent whenever he was around her. What he felt was very different than those feelings he had known in their childhood.

He was halfway home, still thinking of Brys and retracing their every word to gain some insight into their afternoon, when the forest sounds changed. It was not that the forest was quiet—it would be nearly impossible to silence every creature. The forest sounds were slightly off, not meshing together as they should. Some insects buzzed, but the crickets had gone silent. No birds sang in the trees, but crows cawed in the distance. The air was suddenly stale, belying the vibrant colors and warmth of the summer.

Sorin knew the forest well. Something dangerous and foreign had entered it.

That was when Sorin caught the first scent of smoke.

It was not thick—not yet—just a hint on the edge of the other forest smells. Sorin peered into the sky and the surrounding countryside, looking for any evidence to point to its source. But he saw nothing—not even a haze. The smell settled in the back of his throat and nose, a constant reminder as he continued onward.

He crested the top of a small hill, fear of the unseen growing within. A meadow filled with yellow and blue flowers spread out from the side of the road. Beyond it, a line of tall cedar and fir trees rose like a wall, their trunks wide and split with age. Sorin pulled Creek up and his worry increased.

Smoke rose in the far distance above the trees, thick, ugly, and as black as thunderheads in a storm. It was a living thing, twisting in the air, pushing its way up to the white clouds that roamed the skies. The smoke was coming from a serious fire of some kind deeper in the forest, several ridges away.

There was only one thing on a clear day that could have sparked a fire in that direction.

Sorin’s heart lurched in his chest.

The forge.

Spurring Creek forward, he raced for home.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 3


 


The wind whipped past Sorin as Creek’s hooves pounded into the hard-packed earth, sending up clumps behind them with every stride. The road before Sorin was all that mattered, a winding, twisting route that led home. Creek was hot beneath him, his own driving force of nature.

Images flashed in Sorin’s mind—his father’s gnarled fingers as they gripped a hammer, the stain of dragons against the sky, the last kiss he had given his mother that morning. They multiplied inside, as unwavering as though they were happening to him all over again. The worry inside became a living thing, eager to worm its way out and overcome him.

Sorin knew it was the forge. Somehow the fire had gotten away from his father into the wood of their home. The smoke billowed into the sky, growing larger as they galloped, a dark promise staining the afternoon. The smell of burning wood and roof tar was thick now, infusing the surrounding countryside, and hope slipped from him with every fall of Creek’s hooves. It was his home that burned. It was the forge that started it. It was his parents who were in danger. He knew this in a manner that began at his core and would not let go, true instincts that were never wrong.

The only question he cared about was whether or not his parents were all right. He sped to find his answer, the world a blur of green and brown as Creek tore forward.

And all he could think about was his father’s last request of him.

Creek topped the last valley ridge and did not stop, Sorin urging a final burst of speed from the animal. Forest fires had erupted in the past, but this was something different. The main plume rose in a tight, billowing cloud toward the sky. The fire itself was confined to a small area. He had seen entire hillsides engulfed in fire after a late summer lightning strike had sparked their ruin. If his parents were alive, they would be working hard at containing the fire as best they could while trying to save as much of their home as possible.

Smoke washed the world of its colors. Ash fell on Sorin like snow the closer he got to his home, the cold embers dirtying whatever they landed upon. The polluted air stung his eyes.

He turned the last corner of the pathway. Creek skidded to a halt in terror as a cry wedged in Sorin’s throat.

The house and forge were engulfed in flames, the fire licking everything hungrily until it blackened. Ugly smoke lifted skyward. From the condition of his home, the fire had not been raging for very long—one end had collapsed but the rest of it still stood, the wall sharing both home and forge intact. The duel doorways to his home and the forge gaped at him like a skull’s sockets, smoke fleeing the inferno. Tall alders rose next to the house, their overhanging limbs and leaves meant to shade the home now curling and darkening from the rising heat. The air wavered around the house with a shimmering intensity, and Sorin could feel the heat emanating outward.

The two other horses and most of the farm animals were absent, so terrified they had broken loose and fled.

There was no sign of his parents.

Sorin vaulted off of Creek with no regard for what the horse might do. He ran to his home, stumbling in his anxiousness to reach it, his time spent on Creek disorienting and stiffening his limbs. His parents could be inside, unable to help themselves. Caution finally overtook him as the intense heat infiltrated his clothing, its baleful slap constant on his face and hands.

He had to be careful. He didn’t want to become wrapped in the flames and smoke or crushed by burning debris from the ceiling. He would be of no help to anyone then.

A part of the house had already fallen in and boards creaked in protest as they disintegrated. Sorin placed his forearm over his nose and mouth as he ducked into the inferno, trying to breath through the cloth of his tunic. The inside was flickering chaos, barely recognizable. Heat pummeled him in waves. Through the rolling darkness, the flames leapt over the chairs, walls, ceiling, floor, and their belongings. Smoke rolled along the semi-collapsed ceiling, looking for freedom, but what he searched for eluded him—his parents were nowhere. 

Tears were blanketing his eyes, becoming thicker the longer he was exposed to the smoke, making the room more and more difficult to see. Sweat sprang from his body, damp and close. He coughed, becoming light headed; the smoke was overcoming him, despite his efforts to keep it at bay.

Then he saw his mother.

She lay on the floor in the back corner by the stove, covered in fallen debris and kitchen utensils. Sorin rushed to her and turned her over.

Sorin choked on grief. Even in the uncertain light, he could see his mother was dead. One side of her throat was gone, the hole ripped and jagged, the blood in the wound congealed dark. Her eyes, so beautiful and shiny in life, were cold and lifeless, staring beyond anything physical. The lines of her face were chiseled hard; her last moments had been horror stricken. The tears that had gathered to protect his eyes from the smoke’s irritation now flowed freely. She swam in and out of his vision as bile rose in his throat. He fought the sobs that seized his chest but lost, shaking uncontrollably, unable to contain them; they spilled from him in racking coughs and streams of sadness.

The far side of the room collapsed further, sending up a shower of live embers and sparks into the room. It brought Sorin back to the burning present. He coughed into his forearm, trying to stop from retching. Wiping his tears away, Sorin looked around desperately.

His father was nowhere to be seen.

Sorin pulled his mother out from the debris through the front door and into the relative calm of the outdoors. He would not let the fire take her, not in this manner.

He was losing more of the house every moment. There would be no stopping the fire. Tear trails ran down his grimy face, streaked and pained. He felt suddenly old and weak.

Smoke billowed out of the forge doorway, but Sorin pushed his way through its deadly bank and entered, his muscles taut and expectant, his head throbbing from the stress and conditions.

He had to be careful; whatever had killed his mother might still be near his home.

A quick, stinging look beyond the smoke’s doorway escape confirmed the fire had started there. The only thing holding up the entire building structure was the forge, its brick chimney supporting the thick beam that ran through it and into the home next door. Soon that sole beam would be gone as well and the place would tumble in upon itself.

Sorin stepped through the opening and immediately saw his father’s booted feet sticking out near the furnace, unmoving. A coppery taste filled his mouth. Another wave of coldness crystallized within him, but it did not prevent him from moving quickly to his father’s side.

Arvel was on his back and lightly burned in spots all over his body, the hot coals falling on him from above, singeing through hair, beard, and cloth. He breathed, if only barely. But when Sorin looked down at his father’s chest, he knew the older man was dying. Arvel’s giant hands covered a horizontal gash from one side of his abdomen to the other where wet gleaming things tried to break free. Shock had dulled Arvel’s features, his breathing coming in erratic spurts, his green eyes glazed over and unaware. He was moments from dying.

“Father,” Sorin whispered, touching the big man’s shoulder and forehead.

Arvel’s eyes gained clarity, and strained urgency spread over him. “Sorin. Go!” The words were short and quick from behind clenched teeth. Horror replaced his pained expression. “Listen to me! Flee! It’s here.”

“Be still, father…”

The words were no sooner said when a shadow detached from the swirling smoke. Sorin had no chance to act before he was grabbed by the neck by something impossibly strong and pinned viciously against the only portion of wall still standing. A howl of anger and surprise leapt from Sorin, but the rough, coarse hand around his throat silenced it with a squeeze. It was so crushing he closed his eyes reflexively, unable to think about anything other than the pain.

“Remember you, yes?” a sibilant voice whispered near his ear.

The hand that held Sorin up was like a vise—hard and unyielding. Sorin forced his eyes open to behold his attacker.

It was cloaked and mostly covered, with a face only partially in view. Patches of cracked pink areas oozed a clear fluid from what had been once a man’s face while tufts of coarse, thick hair sprouted porcupine quills. Dirt and grime covered its flat cheeks as though it had rooted in the forest earth; twigs and grass weaved in and out of its hair, also buried beneath its grayish as if absorbing it. Its breath reeked of dead things. The eyes, milky like a blind man’s, stared at Sorin in fascination, but a pale, white light glimmered in both—steady, cold, and terribly alive.

Sorin recoiled even as he fought it, his voice lost. But a recent memory stirred to life, alive even as the creature seemed to crush it from him.

Then he knew. The Broken Leg Inn. This creature had been in Thistledon, hidden behind the cloak and cowl. Even though Sorin had not gotten a glimpse of its appearance, he knew he was right. It and the three men with it had been watching his family as they had passed through town to church.

“Ye’ve just placed me. In yer eyz, tis.” The thing leaned closer, its mouth’s movements off from the voice it used. “Enjoy yer godstink faith, didja? It help ye now?” it cackled.


Sorin squirmed under the grip. “What do you want?” he croaked.

It pulled back, its face once again half covered by the shadow of its cowl. “To see what’z caught.”

Flashing skeletal fingers that ended in long talons, the creature stabbed its prey.

Sorin screamed, the sound erupting even through his tormentor’s choking hold. The long claws buried deep in his side, puncturing the skin and muscles just under his ribs. He grew faint, as though the world had grown thin. Then the sharp pain was suddenly gone, and a dull ache replaced it.

The creature tore open Sorin’s tunic at his left shoulder in a single motion, exposing the faint silver scarring there. Blood from the puncture wounds ran hotly over Sorin’s skin and down his leg. Darkness threatened his vision, and he wobbled at the edge of an abyss, ready to fall and be lost forever.

“Stay, boy. No leaving to the Beyon’ just yet.” It took one glance at Sorin’s shoulder and grinned, exposing decayed, yellowed teeth, the shadows and smoke darkening the thing’s eyes. “So tis ye,” it purred.

With a new burst of frenzy, Sorin tore and punched out recklessly at the thing, but it was like attacking a stone wall. Mocking laughter met each punch and kick; the blows did nothing. He was trapped in a way he had never experienced before. Sorin realized at once there was more going on here than he knew. Desperate fury welled up within, its taste rottenly sweet and sustaining, but he had nowhere to turn, no way exact revenge for what the thing had done.

That rage was suddenly crushed out of him as the scaly hand at his throat squeezed inward. He wheezed through his teeth, unable to breathe fully. “Why are you doing this to us?”

 “Ye don’t know?” it said, its mockery palpable. Smoke briefly obscured the thing as it cocked its head slightly. “Ye don’t,” it growled in satisfaction. The creature’s pale eyes came closer, tiny white lights swirling in their depths. A deep-seeded malice fell into Sorin’s flesh in waves. He could not look away.

“Ye’ve eluded the Master fer winters, ev’r since ye were snatched from Aris Shae as a babe,” it hissed. “Yer safety has been failure, one to be remedied and reveled in soon.” It paused, its maw splitting wider. Jagged yellow teeth poked free, and its tongue flickered in ecstasy as if tasting a thrill on the air. “Yer parents were a bonus, the hated blacksmith and ‘is rag no more.” The twisted, thin tongue licked the creature’s gray lips. “Yeh, very nice indeed.”

The building shuddered, moaning, and the home next door crumbed in upon itself. The wall Sorin was pushed up against leaned diagonally toward his attacker and then stopped precariously. Sorin still dangled. He had grown hot and feverish.

“This building is about to come down,” the thing hoarsely croaked. It grinned again, twigs and hair moving in all directions. “Stay around a while and see it does. In the meantime…”

The words hung in the air as claws flashed out into the dirty air again, and burning ribbons flared to agonizing life along Sorin’s right shoulder. The gashes spilled his blood immediately, soaking the entire right side of his body in crimson. The creature grinned and pulled its claws away; they gleamed a darker shade of red in the light of the inferno.

Delight filled the monster’s face. “Matching scars by the same hand.”

Dizziness deftly moved in to numb the pain. He could not fight it, and he knew with uncaring certainty he was poisoned. The venom of the creature burned within him, and the room swirled. His family was gone, murdered by a creature he did not know. The life he lived was as destroyed as the house he had grown up in. He was reduced to the collapsing building around him, the gray and black smoke, and the short breaths he could still hold. Pain bore him down. The blood he had lost and the poison of the thing’s claws only increased the fall, dragging him downward, leeching him of purpose. Within his dulled mind, Sorin knew it would be over soon.

“Rending yer heart blood, so satisfied,” it said, licking its lips. The thing’s eyes glowed brighter as a shower of red sparks fell from the ceiling. “Finding ye after all these winters—the tastin’ will be exquisite.”

Then, through his watery eyes, Sorin saw a pair of giant crimson hands rise from behind the thing on either side of its cowl. It was unaware, its eyes still focused on Sorin. In a blur of mighty inertia and quick purpose, they fixed on the monster’s head. Shock and hatred filled the creature’s eyes for the briefest moment it was allowed before a violent jerk and an audible crack, like the sound of an oak being split asunder by lightening, exploded through the conflagration. A shadowy mist darkened the air before disappearing, and the impervious grip locked on Sorin’s neck slackened. The figure dropped to the floor, unmoving, its head at a crooked angle to the rest of its cloaked body.

Sorin slumped to the floor, gasping and bleeding, so pained he could only sit and struggle to breathe. The gashes in his chest were on fire, and his body felt like molten iron had been poured in his veins, hot and unyielding.

After a time, his vision swam back into focus, and Sorin looked beyond the dead creature at his rescuer.

He beheld his father.

The bearded man lay crumpled, chest barely rising and falling. Green eyes stared at Sorin, clearer and aware. His father’s hands, so powerful from years spent in the forge, were reduced to an inability to even keep his own insides from spilling out in a messy, tentacle-like blanket. They no longer tried. No pain troubled his brow. Arvel looked serene, as though sleep would be falling soon and all he required was one more slow breath to reach it.

Sorin moved around the creature’s corpse to his father. He collapsed, exhausted. Flames leapt around him, running up the doorframe and the walls in destructive anticipation. The end would come soon. Sorin looked upon the elder man’s ruin and with a hoarse voice said, “Father.”

“Son.” The word was but a mimic of a whisper.

Tears streamed down Sorin’s cheeks, their wetness the last vestige of hope that remained in him. The air was a living, hot thing, wild with smoke ash. He grabbed his father’s hand, the limp fingers caked in blood.

“Find Thomas,” his father croaked dryly. The light in his eyes was the only thing alive about him.

“Thomas?”

No response came. The older man’s eyes continued to look at Sorin but their lids relaxed. Sorin waited, fresh tears following paths laid down by those already shed.

“Knows us. From before…” Arvel’s whisper trailed to silence.

A shower of hot coals fell on Sorin. He did not feel it. “Don’t go, Father…”

“Find him,” Arvel exhaled. No breath came after it. The light faded from his father’s eyes.

Suddenly the back corner of the forge fell in upon itself, the timbers of the shop cracking and splitting. A gust of hot air and smoke shot toward Sorin, and he avoided its worst effects. The world swirled as he crawled from the doorway into the clean air of early evening, coughing, leaving the inferno behind. There was nothing more he could do for his father. He was gone and Sorin was now alone. His parents were gone in a cacophony of angry fire, murdered by a foul evil, never to return. He had nothing to hold onto.

He tried to stand and could not, a different fire racing through him and growing stronger with every breath he took. He was poisoned by the creature and was still bleeding. His chest continued to seep crimson through the shredded remains of his tunic. A fog spread over his mind, as he dragged himself across the ground and away from the wreckage of his life.

The forge roof collapsed then. Sorin paid it no heed. The darkness around him became thicker. He thought he was still crawling toward his mother’s body when he realized he had fallen still, cheek pressed deeply into the ground, breathing in the scent of grass and dirt and life. Another loud crash made its way through his dulled mind, but it was gone as quickly as it had come. He could feel his heart beating. He could feel his pulse racing. But his arms failed to move him further away.

The world became a colorless gulf, falling away to a midnight bereft of stars or moon where dark things hated. It was an unending nightmare, one in which he would never wake up. Glowing white eyes opened in front of him like two lanterns, and a broad mouth full of yellow teeth opened in an ever-expanding chasm as it chased him. The teeth sunk inexorably into his paralyzed flesh. He felt nothing. Everything bled into the ether—no light and no sound. He was alone. A scream tore across the void, echoing his loss, and he forgot that it was his own.

Then even that grew quiet.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 4


 


High King Nialls Chagne walked the Courtyard gardens of Godwyn Keep, the golden light of the sun falling on him in dappled patterns through the trees. The path he was on twisted through finely manicured hedges of roses, lilacs, and rhododendrons abloom in an array of vibrant, aromatic colors. The afternoon was warm, and he breathed deeply the salty tang of the sea air. To most visitors, the beauty of the gardens enraptured the soul. For Nialls, the calm was a rarity he savored while within its bounds, the antidote to the stressful weight the crown added to a burdened, saddened life.

But today his stroll could not dispel the grief, anger, and uncertainty threatening to overwhelm him.

The High King was unhurried, lost in thought. He had arrived at Godwyn Keep late the previous evening under the anonymity of night, traveling with a small protective retinue of his Warden. After a breakfast of salted ham, poached eggs, and light ale, the morning meeting had proved to be difficult. The six Pontifices of the Kingdom were unable to provide answers for who had attacked the Keep, their arguments passionate in the absence of their Pontiff. The Godwyn Council was splintered, half demanding action, half believing more information was needed. The High King had disbanded the meeting once realizing it was not providing what he needed; the chaotic events of two nights earlier had followed the Council members even behind closed doors.

Pontiff Garethe, the consummate ally to Nialls and the Kingdom for the last two decades, laid in a death-like coma. The High King had come to give order to the leaderless Keep but also to find answers. His Kingdom and subjects had been attacked, an important artifact had been stolen, and time was an enemy in retrieving what had been taken and enacting justice. Few clues had been left. The peace and tranquility of the Godwyn order had been shattered. Anxiety permeated the Keep and its thousands of clergy and students. The unease of his people disquieted  his own heart, and answers were the only means to end both.

As he passed beneath a beautiful Feyr arch of rune-sculpted white granite, Nialls sighed. Where he would find those answers, he did not know.

“You’re sighing more than usual so early in the day, Your Majesty.”

Nialls turned at the sound of the deep, familiar voice. An old man wearing a forest green doublet and black pants stood within the shadows of an oak, the deep lines of his face pinched with concern and the dark circles of sleepless nights around his gray eyes contrasting sharply with his white hair and beard. Lost in his musings, the High King had not noticed the man.

Nialls inclined his head in respect. “A king has many reasons to sigh, Dendreth, although a High King should learn to hide his feelings better from those he governs.”

The Pontifex smiled and stepped out onto the stone pathway. “You are what the All Father intended, Sire. Do not question your ability to rule. Wisdom comes to those who are patient. In the meantime, do not question your abilities. I think we will need your action in the days to come.”

“And what of your lessons, my old teacher?” the High King said, frowning. “When a man fails to question his ability and the world around him, he fails to grow any longer. He fades into obscurity—or worse, becomes dangerous and reckless. The latter are attributes no man should possess, let alone a man responsible for the Kingdom.”

“Too true, Sire,” the older man answered. “You were an apt pupil.”

“You seem to be recovering well,” Nialls said.

“I sang and I healed. The soncrist for healing is one of the first ones taught here,” he said, flexing the new skin on his hands and fingers. “The damage was not too severe in any case. Walk with me, Sire.”

Nialls fell into step with Dendreth. The Pontifex was a scholar and historian, a diplomat of great capacity, but he was much more as well. The old man had spent his life in service to the Fatherhead, and decades of song and prayer study—coupled with his strong faith—had given him a power few ever attained. It was a skill he used to help others and lead people to service. Dendreth had seen and given much. There were few the High King could trust without reservation, but the Pontifex was one of them.

“We are safe from prying ears here in the Courtyard,” Dendreth began. “Even your Warden guarding you now, in this very garden, cannot hear us.”

“If you eluded my guards to await me, how are you sure they can prevent anyone else from doing the same?”

Dendreth walked with eyes forward. “Because I am as intertwined with this garden as you are in your own skin, Your Majesty.”

“And you believe we have reason to fear, even here?” Nialls questioned, scratching his short peppered beard. Suddenly, the Courtyard did not feel so serene.

“I discount nothing,” the Pontifex responded calmly. “It’s better to be cautious until we know who or what we are dealing with.”

“Then something new has come to your attention since I broke the meeting,” Nialls asked.

“No, something I did not want to bring up in front of the others.”

Nialls waited. For Dendreth to worry about trust amongst Godwyn Keep’s leadership only heightened Nialls’s anxiety.

“The attack on the Keep was bold,” the Pontifex said, his strides slow but with purpose. “I believe quite strongly there is a similar storm brewing in the Kingdom, threatening you and your reign. I do not know its source.”

“You made that clear this morning, Dendreth.”

The Pontifex nodded. “The Kingdom will need you to be strong, Your Majesty. That means putting your personal life aside for the present. Emotions cannot rule.”

“Am I that transparent?” Nialls questioned more harshly than he intended.

“After seven decades, one becomes well versed in reading the nuance of emotion. It haunts your eyes and slouches your bearing.” They passed rose hedges bursting with crimson blossoms and a group of botanical priests replanting ground torn by a war shrike’s talons with yellow clematises. “You’ve seen the prince since you arrived?”

The deep ache in Nialls’s heart sharpened. “I visited him before I slept. His condition is unchanged. He stares into the ceiling, the fever still glossing his vacant eyes.”

“He does not worsen. The venom has slowed and you have hope,” Dendreth said. “The Kingdom has a poison requiring your full attentions.”

“You came here out of concern, or to tell me how to be High King?” Nialls asked.

“Concern, yes, but that is not the entire reason.”

They walked in silence then, and Nialls was grateful for it. The injustice of his son’s ailment gave rise to older unhealed memories. His wife, Queen Elean, had died giving birth to their only child. Prince Rayhir was the pride of his life, and watching him grow to become a man had given the High King joy even at his darkest moments. But a snake had bitten Rayhir  in the Stoneland Hills east of Aris Shae and had acted fast, sending the young man into a fevered collapse. Quickly brought to Godwyn Keep, no soncrist could cure him, a mystery that plagued the Keep’s healers. Nialls was devastated.

The Kingdom’s needs had mostly kept Nialls from his son’s side but his sorrow followed him everywhere like a shadow.  Dendreth was at least right about that.

The patience Dendreth had lauded on the High King was wearing thin. “Beyond your concern, what is the reason behind this discussion then?” Nialls asked.

Dendreth turned a last corner, and stopped. Nialls had been so imprisoned by his own thoughts he had failed to recognize where they were.

The Illym rose into the warm, summer sunshine, its dark green leaves shining vibrantly. The High King and the Pontifex made their way through a soft carpet of green grass kept short and vital toward the massive tree. The sun splashed warmth onto the two men beneath an azure sky. Six paths, similar to the one the men were on, split the meadow into equal parts, leading to other parts of the Courtyard. As Nialls grew closer to the tree, the Illym reached out to embrace him, its heavily-leafed, broad limbs stretching from its giant trunk to catch the sunlight. Moss grew along its base and crawled up the pale trunk in stripes. Much of the Illym was lost in shadows, the colors below muted and dark. But above, the leaves glowed with a crimson aura that entranced all who looked upon it.

They fell under the Illym’s shade and stopped, still measured footsteps from the tree’s trunk. The shade was cool and the scent of blooming lilac punctuated the air.

“The tree and the grounds look unblemished,” the High King noted.

“The Pontifices, Warden, and feyr’im minimized the war shrikes’ efforts,” Dendreth said, looking around appreciatively. The uprooted lawn, snapped branches, and destroyed hedges have already been tended to here. The botanical priests’ soncrists could be heard all morning. They are now in other areas needing attention in the Courtyard.”


“We are fortunate the Illym went unscathed in the battle.”


Dendreth nodded. “It has stood as a symbol of the Godwyn faith and our binding relationship with the Feyr since the Fatherhead’s sacrifice.”


“And it will stand long after we have gone to the Beyond,” Nialls said. “What brings us here though?”


“To remind you of the beauty in the world,” Dendreth said sternly. “Of the beauty you are sworn to protect under the All Father. The world is not as dark as your sorrow makes it to be as of late.” He paused, reflective. “But for another reason as well. Over two-dozen feyr’im and Warden gave their lives to protect the Illym. Their sacrifice cannot go unsung, although it prevented nothing. The shrikes were a diversion.”


“This morning, Pontifex Tal argued it was merely an attack to weaken our resolve and the confidence others have for Godwyn Keep. Nothing more. Pontifices de Lille and Reu agreed. And yet you believe otherwise. How can Godwyn Keep be so divided?”

Dendreth snorted “Erol. I appreciate his point of view, but I tell you, Sire, he is in grave error. Who gains from the actions of the other night? La Zandia? Blackrhein Reach? Pontifex Erol Tal craves the future, has studied history as we all must during our scholarly tenure here, but he lacks wisdom to analyze it. He is only in his second decade of service, and has much to learn.” The Pontifex reached up and caressed the crimson veins and green flesh of an Illym leaf with his aged fingers. “We must first know our enemy before we can retrieve what has been taken.”

Above Nialls’s head, the leaves rustled softly from a warm breeze. “The Hammer of Aerom,” he said.

Dendreth nodded. “I am a Pontifex of the Godwyn faith, and decades of experience has lent me wisdom the others lack.  Despite what Erol says, the Hammer is an instrument of great power, High King, powerful in a way Pontifex Tal completely disregards.”

“And why should I believe you,” Nialls questioned. “You lack evidence as he does, but what evidence does exist seems to point to the Reach. Why not bring force to bear on that border as Erol suggets?”

“To start a war over speculation?” Dendreth grated, shaking his head. “I may be very wrong and the Hammer is an ordinary tool, a relic from another age. It was removed from the Vault only once in the fourteen centuries since the Fatherhead’s death, and even that record was only a single sentence in the Pontiff’s diary from what I can discern. No one knows if it has properties, having been in the presence of the Fatherhead. What Erol fails to realize, however, is it was taken for a reason. And that reason is relevant.”

“It could be to make Godwyn look impotent in its own house. Nothing more,” Nialls said.

The Pontifex shook his head again. “If it was a lone incident, Sire, I might believe you.”

“What do you mean?” the High King asked.

Dendreth was already moving. “Follow me, Your Majesty.”

They walked upon a different path, toward the towering architecture of the Inner Keep. Dendreth had not shared everything with Nialls. Not at the meeting; not during their present conversation. They had come to know one another very well through the winters of Nialls’s life, and the Pontifex was not prone to action on any subject until careful consideration had been given. It was that trait the Pontifex had tried to instill in the High King during his studies as a Prince. He hoped Dendreth’s wisdom gave Nialls the answers he had been seeking.

Godwyn Keep loomed around him, the granite burning incandescent in the afternoon sunshine. The Courtyard was beautiful—the Illym the crown jewel amidst a sea of gems—but the Inner Keep and the enormous wall surrounding it and the Courtyard was a work of art, genius in its sweeping Feyr style and as permanent as the rocky peninsula it sat upon. The Feyr had placed each stone, carved each frieze, planned every room, hallway, and floor with the precision and technological care their race was known for. When finished, seven towers of gleaming granite jutted into the sky, lording over the mammoth Inner Keep, seen from all directions if one was near.

Over the centuries, it had been home to thousands upon thousands of priests, students, and travelers. Containing living quarters, libraries, the Cathedral, and the dead, chill reaches of the Sarcatum, the Inner Keep sat at the north end of the Courtyard and protecting it all was a tall wall built of the same impenetrable stone, while red-leafed ivy grew without and crawled along its periphery. Warden and promise-bound feyr’im patrolled the wall, crisscrossing parapets, and walkways, adding to the dizzying effect of Godwyn Keep’s magnitude. Artistry bled along the curving lines of the monolithic Keep, gargoyles stood silent sentry from ledges, and Nialls was humbled by it all.

The Inner Keep’s southern double-door swallowed them in shadow. Weaving through multiple wide hallways decorated with colorful paintings, small sculptures, and artifacts, the men passed several people on their own errands. Though tragedy had struck, life went on.

The High King and his former teacher snaked their way up a curling staircase to the second floor. There, Dendreth guided Nialls into a room where three chandeliers filled with orbs softly illuminated a room full of tables, chairs, and shelves made from a dark glossy wood that glowed with an inner essence. Books of varying sizes lined the shelves along the four walls, their aged bindings a mosaic of alternating shades of leather and ink. The air was dry with a sweet hint of preservation oil. There was no evidence of dust.

Two priests were in the room, one at a table with a barrage of large tomes opened before him, and the second stood at a pedestal near a collection of thick volumes, her brown eyes scanning the newcomers. Recognition flooded her features, but she quickly averted her gaze from the High King and Pontifex.

“You bring me here for a new lesson, Dendreth?” Nialls had to force a smile.

“One of sorts, Your Majesty,” the aged Pontifex whispered humorlessly. “This is the new Traveler’s Library. It is the smallest of the seven libraries, and it houses much of the information gathered over the centuries from foreign societies—cultures and customs mostly—to aid emissaries of Godwyn Keep move peacefully throughout the known world without endangering themselves out of ignorance.” Nearing the back of the library, he continued. “This library also contains the Keep’s extensive map collection. It is for this purpose I have brought you here.”

The Pontifex stepped up a short, four-step stairway onto a raised platform secluded from the rest of the library by a wood banister. Three walls of the area were honeycombed with iron-wrought cradles containing tubes made from cedar. Three granite tables sat at the center of the platform.

Dendreth removed a tube from the rack and pulled the lid from it with a hollow pop. He extracted a large rolled parchment from its place of rest and unrolled it on the middle table. It was a map of the Kingdom and the lands beyond.

“You knew you were bringing me here before our meeting this morning,” Nialls accused.

The Pontifex smoothed out the map. “I suspected. When severe argument broke out in the Council meeting, I realized addressing what I am about to show you would be futile. Emotion would overrule logic, and the former can be a destructive beast. I thought it wise to save this for you only. Godwyn Keep has the capacity to act, but it will take your help, Sire—to move this in the direction it must go. You rule the Kingdom.”

Nialls crossed his arms. “You have no faith in the Council seeing what is right?”

“The Council’s individuals are all correct, at least in their own minds. What I do know is this: the Council has been divided for decades. Ever since Pontiff Evelina left Godwyn Keep chasing the revelations laid down in the Book of Iorek, the Council has been consistently inconsistent in delivering a clear message due to personal desires.

“Here is the Kingdom,” Dendreth continued, gesturing at the map’s breadth. “There are lands far beyond this one, but it is the provinces and the Kingdom’s neighbors I want to look at.” He pointed to the southern desert province of La Zandia. “There, a quiet rebellion has risen under the banner of Segnore Laver Herid. It is a revolt in its infancy, but the baby is learning to crawl, and many are flocking to his crimson standard.”

“First Warden Rowen and my advisors are looking closely at La Zandia. Laver Herid has self-proclaimed himself the Marcher Lord of his great ancestors.”

“A title for the same ancient family deceit. Once removed from power after the Vaarland War, the family’s hatred of the Kingdom grew. Laver Herid yearns to not only regain authority to rule La Zandia but also to strike at the Kingdom that deposed his ancestors’ tyranny. My spies in the province have been forced from their duty, but not before witnessing the gathering of a large mob embracing the religion of their pagan ancestry. He uses the ill favor of Godwyn Keep and witchcraeft to add logs to the fire. Godwyn Keep loses its hold there as we speak. The Kingdom may be soon to follow.”

“How can the people embrace centuries of Godwyn religious authority only to cast it off so easily?” Nialls asked.

“Apparently I did a poor job during your mentorship, Nialls.”

Frustrated at the recent events engulfing his life and Kingdom, the High King snapped, “Do not speak to me so, Dendreth.”

“I apologize, Sire.” Dendreth responded.

Nialls touched the map. “If you speak of our Kingdom’s religious history, I was an apt pupil. But I fail to see how that matters now in the present.”

“Is La Zandia in the midst of a drought?” Dendreth questioned.

“It is. The desert lands beyond La Zandia’s southeastern border are spreading.”

“Yes, very limited rain has fallen in the last six years. Shortening growing seasons, damaging crops and the province’s food supply. The wine industry has been particularly damaged, the economy slowed. The people look to someone to set it right.”

“I cannot make it rain, Dendreth. That is beyond even my abilities as High King.”

“Just so. But without aid, the people of La Zandia look for it. And Laver Herid is using that desire to enflame the province against the Kingdom and Godwyn Keep. He recounts seasons when the pagan gods answered their prayers. He is winning the people, taking advantage of their superstitions. In time, he may lead them all if we do not act.”

“You presume this drought and resultant rise of the Marcher Lord has something to do with the recent events here?” Nialls questioned firmly.

“No, not directly.” Dendreth pointed to the map’s far south. “Blackrhein Reach. The death of King Grieg Errich in the spring has sent waves through that country. Queen Cwen calls her king’s death a political assassination. Although she held no love for him—the impropriety she endured from her husband’s philandering amusements riddled their relationship—she is using it to gain favor with her clan fiefdom and is consolidating her power. The Reach people loved Grieg, loved him because his own amusements kept him off their backs. She now uses that to her advantage.”

“She blames me, Dendreth. I had nothing to do with the mishap on his pleasure barge.”

“Whether you did is not the issue. What Queen Cwen does is the issue. The Kingdom you now rule was once the Errich Empire’s seat. She has already begun to marshal the clans under her direction. Her son is too young to become king—she will stand in as regent until he is able. During that time, the Woman King will do as she pleases.

“I have strengthened Sokern, Birn, and the other Southron and Midstark cities along the Wall. Rowen saw to it personally with discretion.”

From a hidden pocket within his cloak, Dendreth pulled out a knife. It was unsheathed and long, with intricate swirling scrollwork circling in black lines against the silver of the blade. It shimmered with an ethereal glow if moved quick enough. The handle was black, made from an elk’s antler, the nodes running along its haft offering grip. Dendreth placed the knife on the area of the map representing Blackrhein Reach.

“My assailants dropped this,” Dendreth growled low. “It is a witchcraeft weapon, forged and magicked to a keen edge—skin, flesh, bone, steel, stone, nothing withstands it. It killed many of the Keep’s people that night. I kept the knife secret; I knew it needed to remain in hands with no agenda. You and I are the only ones who know of it. I show you now because the combination of the war shrikes—a bird of the Reach, spawned in the rookeries of Rikkslar—and the knife—a weapon scrawled with runes of the south country’s pagan religion—points obvious fingers to Blackrhein Reach.” He paused. “But what if there is more going on here than the obvious denotes?”

“What you’ve just said gives credence to Pontifex Tal’s argument, but go on.”

“Looking at the map, if a plot was hatched against the Kingdom’s authority, where would be the best places to begin?” Dendreth pointed to the south and then to the east, exaggerating the wide distance between the two areas and the long front between them.

You are suggesting these two events are linked?” the High King asked, frowning.

“Not directly,” Dendreth said. “But a piece of a puzzle only tells one so much—it’s the completed mosaic that gives the truth. The Marcher Lord and the Woman King are two pieces, but both of them coupled with the unusual circumstances surrounding your only heir, the attack on the Keep, and the theft of Aerom’s Hammer provide a larger picture of what could really be going on. All of this seems too close in proximity in time to be only coincidence.”

Nialls stared at Dendreth. “How can you be so sure, Dendreth? It seems circumstantial.”

Dendreth suddenly switched the blade upside down in a quick, certain motion, his eyes cold and unrelenting. Fear ran through Nialls but he cornered it, remaining in place—nothing Dendreth did would harm him. As Dendreth drove the witchcraeft-hexed weapon downward, the blade shimmered translucent and wicked, a blur of silent, shifting colors. The moment the blade struck the granite table it cleaved off a corner as easily as a hot poker through snow. The heavy chunk fell to the floor and its sound echoed through the library.

“This is serious, Your Majesty,” Dendreth said sternly. “Imagine an army of people wielding knives, swords, axes likes this knife here. Godwyn is strong, but not flawless. And Pontiff Garethe believed it might’ve been Kieren who broke into the Keep.”

The High King’s frown widened at the Pontifex’s display. “He disappeared winters ago.”

Dendreth nodded. “Kieren was an exceptional young man, with talents surpassing any of us at the Keep. The Book of Iorek foretold of a man like Kieren, meant to bring a wondrous age of prosperity, and thus we took him in and trained him. Somehow we failed in our designs.”

Nialls looked back to the map. When the evidence was all laid out, it was hard to ignore.

“I am at a loss to understand whether Kieren is responsible or not, but he is a possibility. I want justice done, Sire. For my friend, Pontiff Garethe. It may come to pass that we will learn why much of this is now happening. You have the resources to discover what is occurring in the Kingdom and end whatever threat may be against us.”

“And if it isn’t Kieren?” Nialls asked.

“Then we have a spy in our midst,” the Pontifex whispered. “No one could have traversed the Keep to the Vault without aid.”

Nialls shook his head. “No, I think you were wise to bring this to me quietly. I believe Pontiff Garethe had information about much of this. He requested my presence at Godwyn Keep the night the Hammer was thieved.”

“What did his summons say?” Dendreth pressed.

“He didn’t say,” Nialls said. “Only that it was adamant. Continue to keep what you have told me from anyone else—there is no need to raise alarm just yet. In the meantime, learn all you can about the Hammer of Aerom—what properties it may possess—and create a plan for how to infiltrate Blackrhein Reach. We will speak soon, but we must have a starting point.”

“I know your son weighs heavily on your heart,” Dendreth said, reaching out to Nialls. “From an old teacher to a former pupil, please be strong for yourself as well as for the Kingdom. They are the same.”

Nialls nodded, favoring the Pontifex with kind eyes, and left Dendreth to his planning. He exited the library and walked through Godwyn Keep, with no destination in mind. They had time to discover what was transpiring. The High King would not allow the Kingdom’s enemies to swallow him and those he had sworn to protect—regardless of his personal life. To be rash could make matters worse—Dendreth was right about that. Their enemy must be discovered before action could be taken. The Pontifex would learn all he could, and if Aerom’s Hammer posed a threat to the Kingdom, Nialls would plan how to gain the Hammer back before it could be used against them.

There was so much to think about, so much to consider.

He was still absorbing Dendreth’s news when Nialls came to the doorway leading into his son’s chamber. Beyond, his son fought for his life, overseen by the best healers in the Kingdom. Sadness gripped Nialls—sorrow only a parent knows if their child is ill—but he hardened his resolve. There was a time to be High King and a time to be a father.

It was a long time before he entered.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 5


 


The void was confusion. Unending. And he was lost.

It bled from the darkness in slick, oily condensation, cocooning his squirming form as he sunk in the blackest mud of night. The things he once remembered as arms were lead and throbbed with pain. The intense agony spread, but he was powerless to prevent it, an unwilling participant to circumstance. Pairs of crimson lights played in his vision and they blinked cruelty and demonic malevolence. Paranoia like lightning struck along his nerves.

He did not know who he was; he did not care. He reviled his nature, but the reason for his self-loathing was lost to him. Angry hornets buzzed, filling him with stinging frustration while heat like molten rock consumed his thoughts. Demon eyes danced with glee at his all-consuming madness. Part of their essence entered him and he cried out. He was sickened. It did not matter. Worms slipped through his dreams, eating their way out, and the place his heart had been was empty, the disease having started there. He failed to remember why it had begun. Sorrow so terrible and raw crushed him deeper into despair. Flame now roared, excreting mockery, singeing his soul to ash.

Then a foreign sound intruded upon his suffering, frightening in its power.

He shied away from it, attempting to hide in the darkness, but the song held onto him lovingly, a melodious scythe slicing through the dark. It would not let him escape. Amber mist formed and evaded the void, its tendrils soothing him. Warmth accompanied it, as calming and glorious as a sunrise chasing the night westward. It grabbed hold of his suffering and cradled him like a mother would. Through it all, the song intensified, pushing more earnestly. The interwoven notes undulated with power and conviction, pulling the gloom apart, the madness he had become withdrawing with each thread pulled from its black blanket.

The anxiety holding him prisoner withdrew. A heartbeat he had forgotten he possessed returned to a modicum of normalcy. The darkness lost its severity, and he resurfaced to memory. Arms returned to him, pinioned to his side. The fervent eyes faded from his nightmare, winking out like stars as the morn approaches. The buzzing disappeared. The fire of his innards was reduced to a dull throb. He shuddered in cooling sweat. Pulling a deep rediscovered breath in, he exhaled the aftertaste of ash, dirt, and death. The hatred diminished to mere pinpricks. Sadness remained, his persistent companion, untouched by the song’s power while unshackled tears flowed into a sea yearning to warmly embrace him.

The song left him alone then to a dreamless, undisturbed sleep.

* * * * *

Sorin Westfall awoke.

He broke the surface of his slumber, fighting against heavy chains that shackled his awareness. Harsh light stabbed through the slits of his eyelids and into his aching mind. He tried to shield his eyes and look at his surroundings, but his arms would not respond; they were tucked beneath a thick, woolen blanket pulled tightly over his body. Sorin tried to sit up, but he was too weak to do so.

His eyes adjusting to the adamant illumination, Sorin gazed around the room. It was bare and simple, nothing hanging on the walls. A single unlit candle sat on a small table next to his bed, its wax rivulets frozen. Large maple leaves hung from branches outside an open window, and sweet, cool air flowed over his cheeks. Birdsong twittered outside. The earthy aroma of cooking food wafted on the air through the doorway, inviting his hunger to grumble.

Where was he? And why was he here?

The horrific events flashed through his mind then. He remembered in a moment the destruction of his life, and the nightmares of his black sleep returned. The fire. The ruin of his home. The acidic malice in the creature’s milky-white eyes. The feeling of sharp claws within his body as blood spilled down his hot skin. The snapping sound of deadwood as his father’s strong hands saved him in one final act of strength and love.

The vacant stare of his mother’s eyes.

A weight settled upon his chest as though the memories were made of stone, and Sorin labored to breathe. His parents were dead. He had left them and doomed them to their fate alone. The once solid family presence in Sorin’s life was reduced to a memory, ripped from him, the loss of his mother and father already a giant hole in his heart. His parents had always been there with him, for him, their kindness, love, and strength guiding him. How he would be able to go on now made almost no difference. Tears made fresh trails down his cheeks, his grief given life.

“Crying honors no one, son,” a gruff voice said.

An old man stood in the doorway, dressed in muted browns and forest greens. Through his blurry vision, Sorin saw the man had a disheveled beard and white hair. Arms folded across his leather jerkin, the man stared at Sorin, the dark circles under his pale blue eyes deep and sunken. The sun-browned skin of his face was still smooth, but wrinkles like crows feet splayed at the corner of his eyes. He was slightly older than Sorin’s father but a more dank old age hung over him like a shadow.

It was the old man from the back of the church. He moved with deliberate ease and sat in a large wooden chair in the corner, his haunted eyes steady and unforgiving.

“Who are you? Where am I?” Sorin croaked, his throat sore and scratchy.

“You are in my home, in the wilds south of Thistledon,” he replied with a western province accent. “As for who I am—you may call me Thomas.”

Sorin fought his blankets, trying to win free. He needed answers and he was not going to talk to this stranger bedridden.

“Rest easy,” Thomas placated. “You are safe, and I doubt moving that much would be a good thing for the injuries you sustained.”

The ache in his shoulder flared brighter in response. Sorin relaxed. “How did I end up here?”

“I brought you here, or—more accurately—your horse carried you. I saw a giant plume of smoke in the distance and decided to investigate. When I arrived your home was mostly gone. You were laying face down several kingsyards away, hot with fever. After corralling your horse and bringing you to my home, I administered what woodland remedies I know to your injuries.” He tugged briefly at his beard. “You’ve been asleep two days, Sorin.”

Sorin frowned. “How do you know my name?”

Thomas smirked a flash of resentment. “I’m a recluse, boy, not an idiot.”

“I have to get home,” Sorin said, again struggling to free himself of his coverings. “I have to see it for myself.”

Thomas shook his head. “There is no need. I buried your mother where she lay, and there was nothing left of the house to worry about. The livestock fled. Your father inside was reduced to ash—what was left I buried with your mother. There is nothing left for you to go back to.”

“I have to see it for myself!”

“You will not,” Thomas said brusquely. Irritation pinched his face darkly. “You are recovering well, but there is always risk. The wounds you suffered were deep and brutally made. It took half my afternoon to clean and dress them. The fever has lessened but you are still weak. Another night’s rest is needed.” He looked more pointedly at Sorin. “Your parents are dead. Would you join them by being foolhardy?”

Sorin ignored him, looking away out the window. A part of him wanted to. He knew this old man spoke the truth, but life without his parents was nearly unbearable. Sorrow welled up within him anew, but he pushed it deep into the core of his being. He would not give up. The venom from the creature’s claws had acted quickly after he was stabbed, and its fire still lingered in his veins—but that realization stole nothing from his desire to see it all himself.

“Now, who else was there in the forge?” Thomas asked.

At Thomas’s question, images of the horrific ordeal hit Sorin like a sledgehammer to the gut. Realizing there was no point in hiding what he knew, Sorin told his rescuer what had transpired.

“Blind eyes that could see, you say?” Thomas questioned. Sorin nodded. Rising, Thomas freed Sorin from his bedding. “Come,” he said simply.

Untucked from his warm prison, Sorin pushed his legs out onto the floor. A brief wave of nausea and darkness clouded his vision before it faded. He was dressed in a simple white robe that reached the floor and was belted with a thin cord around his waist. His entire body hurt, but together Thomas and Sorin slowly walked into the adjoining room.

Sorin sat down on a small stool near the tiny flames of a brick hearth, shivering in spite of the warm summer weather. The home’s main room was organized; the wood floor was clean and lacked clutter, the walls were clear of hanging items, the table and chairs were well constructed but without decoration. In the corner near the fireplace, a worn narrow cot rested. An unadorned sword leaned against one wall, and above it hung a giant longbow with quiver. Three windows paned with glass revealed more forest and lit the home with sunshine.

Upon the hearth’s mantle, five books sat alone. Books were a luxury the farther from the West Sea province one got. Three of the books there were similar in size, coloring, and style, but the other two were tall and thick. A cursory look told the books had been made with great care. No titles graced either spine, but the leather was aged and oiled, with fine gilt stitching. One had the image of a five-cornered leaf stamped into it; the other was black and devoid of decoration. For Thomas to have several books meant he had been someone of great wealth if he wasn’t still. Or, Sorin reflected, an excellent thief.

Thomas spooned something into an earthenware gray bowl from a small iron cauldron suspended above the hearth’s fire. “We’ll get to what you saw in a bit. Here.” He passed the food to Sorin. “To heal, one must eat.”

Within the bowl, a stew consisting of potato chunks, sliced carrots, and a dark cubed meat of some kind steamed into the air. Sorin’s stomach gurgled in anticipation, and he began to eat. It was warm and filling. Even with his tender throat, he quickly finished the meal.

“I’ve lived in this forest a long time and have seen all manner of animal attacks.” Thomas moved to sit across from Sorin on another stool. “Kodiak and crag cats are the worst, at least in this part of the world, and I’ve seen victims of both. From the wounds on your shoulder and in your side, coupled with that of the venom, I realized you were attacked by something different.

“After I dressed your wounds and left you to sleep, I returned to your home to complete the task of laying your parents’ remains to rest. Once done, I tracked around your home and found a set of fresh footprints not belonging to you or your parents.” He paused. “Claws made your wounds, but not claws from an animal.”

“You are right,” Sorin said. “It was human, but it was cloaked. I did not see the rest of it. Only that it looked ill, with white eyes like that of a blind man. And it smelled rotten, like week-old meat left out in the sun.” Emotions of anger and sorrow swirled inside Sorin. “Earlier in the day, while my family was going to church, I saw the creature with three others at the Broken Leg Inn.”

Thomas stood and retrieved the red-leathered book from the mantle. He carefully flipped to a specific page and handed the book to Sorin.

The book in his lap, Sorin began to read. It was the Codex—the Book of Lirine to be specific—and much of it discussed Aerom’s ascension to the Beyond and the events leading to the Feyr’s survival. Then a passage caught his attention:

“Jeryck, the final betrayer of Aerom, brought Aerom’s destruction to Isere. Isere, with hate filling her cackle and strong hands gripping her doom, drove the nail through Aerom’s hands with the hammer, pinioning the All Father’s son there to die.


 



There Aerom gave up his spirit to the Beyond and All Father. The winged beasts roared, the Ashnyll screamed and fled, and the Feyr were saved from treachery; but none were more wrathful than Evil, which saw its chance to escape thwarted at Aerom’s sacrifice.


 



The Witch wept insanity, her doom known the moment of Aerom’s final gasp. Jeryck fell to his knees beneath the bloodied oak tree and darkness gripped him in misty malice. His eyes became milk and stars, his soul bound to the world, the Beyond forsaken him.”


Sorin reread the passage and still he could not believe it. He looked up at Thomas and was unable to speak, the import of what he had read clutching his heart with a mailed fist.

“The jerich has many names,” Thomas said. “The literal translation in the Old Tongue is ‘from the dirt.’ To the Giants of Lockwood, the creature is Grymshade. It is sceadwe to the Feyr. In pagan sects that are strewn about the land, it is called seuthanan—the seether.” Thomas turned his eyes on the large book in Sorin’s lap. “To the Codex, however, it is simply written and known as the Gulgoleth, although over the centuries many use a corruption of the man’s real name to title him by.”

The jerich. The creature was mentioned briefly in several passages within the Codex. Jeryck was the man who had tied the wrists and ankles of Aemon the Fatherhead, had brought a hammer and nail for Isere the Witch to use, and had been cursed to live in misery forever for his transgression of hatred against the All Father’s son. Pastor Hadlin had used the creature as allegory to illustrate the power of the choices people make; parents used the story as a means to scare their young children into going to sleep at night. Was he supposed to believe the jerich was real?

“It is an evil creature,” Thomas continued, seeking out Sorin’s disbelief. “The only one of its kind, made of shadow and insubstantial mist but potent malice nonetheless. In the Codex, Scholar Lirine speaks of it as the shroud of mankind, all that can be wrong and evil about humanity. After Jeryck’s initial transgression, his flesh fell away from his bones but the soul continued to exist, tormented and without peace. It became maddened, unable to rest or feel. It knows no limits, except those placed on the flesh it must inhabit. Without form, it is a wind of whispering suggestion and nothing more. Once it finds a host, however, it is a very effective assassin.”

“But my father killed it, snapped its neck,” Sorin reiterated. “It’s dead.”

“No,” Thomas said, shaking his head. “Your father bought you time, that’s all. The jerich cannot be killed, not by natural means anyway. It may have been human once but that ended long ago. It roams the world, desiring death—an end to its unending existence—and death for those it loathes. Godwyn Keep, centuries later, discovered what it was and imprisoned it with whatever prayers or spells they had at their disposal. But apparently a dark force or black art has released it from its prison.” Thomas shook his head. “And you say it was with three others?”

Sorin nodded. Someone had freed the monster and sent it after him. The jerich had tried to murder him as a baby; the scars across his left shoulder matched his new wounds. But why? It defied coincidence. He needed to know.

“It is for that reason alone you cannot return to your home,” Thomas said, his pale blue eyes hard. “The jerich knows you live. It will try to track you as soon as it finds a new form.”

“My father’s last words were to find you. He said something about knowing you. How did you know him?”

Thomas shifted in his seat, but his gaze never left Sorin. “I have only known him as a blacksmith, Sorin. He was a good man. An honest, hardworking man.”

The old man lied. Sorin saw it as plainly as the beard on Thomas’s face. There were truthful words hidden beneath the surface of the falsity. The enormity of what Sorin suffered enveloped him, and he suddenly felt very small.

“I have nothing,” Sorin whispered.

“But you’re still here,” Thomas pointed out. “Make it count.”

A moment of silence stilled the room, the only sound the snapping of the dying fire.

“I want to show you something I think you may need,” Thomas said.

The stew providing him a respite from his earlier weariness, Sorin followed Thomas outside. The bright sunshine blinded him. The house was surrounded by a maple forest with limbs lifted skyward to catch the rays of the waning afternoon with their broad, green leaves. On his left, a small corral and shed stood, and two horses—one of them Creek—whickered their greeting. Several thin paths branched off from the main one and disappeared into their respective areas, little more than dirt trails beaten down by usage. The soil beneath his naked feet was cool and welcome. Yet the shakiness of his legs persisted, waiting to put him in bed again.

As if reading his mind, Thomas said, “It’s only a short distance.”

Thomas led the way, his broad shoulders hunched, choosing a skinny path nearly choked by long green grass. Birds chirped and squirrels chattered with one another above him, and a slight wind scented with moisture rustled Sorin’s black hair. A woodpecker hammered a tree far in the distance, its pursuit of grubs echoing throughout the forest amidst the other animal talk. Through the foliage, a thin haze of clouds was beginning to paint over the sapphire sky—a change in the weather to come overnight or the next day.

Sorin kept quiet, curious where this enigma of an old man was taking him, every step a battle of will to remain upright. People in town distrusted Thomas. The man remained apart from the town folk, preferring to be cloistered alone. As a result, the rumors of his past varied and were likely greatly inaccurate. All Sorin really knew of Thomas was what was in front of him—a sad man who possessed a heavy soul.

And he had lied to Sorin.

Find Thomas, his father had said with his dying breath.

Beneath the sorrow, however, a quiet confidence and dignity emanated from Thomas. It was in the old man’s speech, in the tidied order of his home, and his care for a wounded stranger. Thomas had been something special once, but it had fled, leaving him bereft of everything but a shadow resembling that former man.

After a short walk, they entered a quiet glen on a small hillock that rose out of the land like a turtle’s shell. The place was wild and an ancient mystique pervaded the field. Maples surrounded it in a circle, but the sky opened above the hill, lighting a thick patch of blackberry brambles. Rot and mulch assailed Sorin’s nostrils, but the sweeter tang of life was present as well. Small unripe berries littered the plants. The prickly bushes, some of the vines as thick as Sorin’s forearm, snaked and wound around one another, forming a massive, impenetrable wall of knife-like thorns.

On the hilltop, a bare patch of dirt covered by a rounded trellis of iron lay undisturbed by nature’s progress. Two thick rose vines twisted from the dark, rich earth to either side of a worn white stone and twined to the top of the trellis. Amidst their dark green leaves, crimson rose petals blossomed in a splash of color as they opened into the cooling, late afternoon air. Their sweet scent caught Sorin’s nostrils, and drowsiness suddenly stole over him. The stone glowed faintly in the afternoon sunshine, beckoning—a kneeling block for prayer.

“I have never come here,” he said, looking small and wilted. “But this sentuarie is here for you, in case you desire to pray for your parents.”

“I have never seen anything like this,” Sorin said.

The circles under Thomas’s eyes darkened. “Before the All Father sent Aerom into the world, the people of this land looked to the pagan gods for guidance. The sentuarie is where they prayed. Most of them have been destroyed by Godwyn Keep; others have succumbed to nature.”

“This one has been here a long time, from its look,” Sorin said.

“It has. Godwyn adopted the kneeling block into its own religion. Hypocrisy abounds, it seems.” Thomas grimaced. “It is the best I can do for you.”

“Isn’t this heretical?”

Thomas grunted. “Heresy is defined by who is in power, Sorin. You can decide for yourself, I think.”

Sorin nodded, not needing to say anything.

“Your fever has broken,” Thomas said. “But you are still weak from blood loss. You’ll rest in my home, and tomorrow we will see what the day brings.” Thomas looked at Sorin with haunted eyes. “I’ll leave you be. There are still hours left before evening sets. You will be safe here, for the moment at least. Return when you are ready.”

The old man turned to leave.

“Thomas?”

The old man stopped. “Yes?”

“Thank you,” Sorin said simply.

Thomas faded from view. Sorin turned back to the sentuarie. He carefully made his way along the thin path through the brambles to the spot where the kneeling stone glimmered. The place was unique. He had heard of the ancient tradition of woodland kneeling blocks but had never seen one. Godwyn had forbidden their use; the pagans had tried to keep their faith alive. Pagans used nature as the source for their faith, and Godwyn Keep deemed that heresy of the highest order. Although Sorin was of the Godwyn faith and knew he should not be here, his soul yearned to kneel, pray, and vent his frustrations to whatever deity would listen.

Sorin knelt, his knees entrenched in the soft soil. So much was occurring, so much he did not understand. The jerich knew him, craved his death, and knowing it was still out there waiting scared Sorin. Only fortune had saved him, and fortune had exacted a sorrowful and high price. His parents were dead. In return, a man whom he could barely trust had aided him. Life was harsh when not deserved, and it had forced Sorin down a winding path with no destination in sight.

Pieces of a song entered his mind then, a tender caress of vocal movement across his memories. He recognized it as one of his mother’s songs. The few notes settled into him, gave him a bit of light in a vast sea of darkness, and stillness entered his heart. As quickly as the song had come, it was gone again.

He placed his hands on the gleaming kneeling block.

Tears came unbidden, and Sorin shook in his core at their arrival.







 


 


 


 


Chapter 6


 


The next day dawned misty.

Sorin awoke in gray gloom, his room washed of color. The previous day’s high cloud cover had given way to darker clouds from the northwest, and the inevitability of a storm was on the air. It would be raining before morning’s end.

He pulled the blankets away and swung his legs out onto the ground. He was sore, but it was a dull pain. Thomas had changed his dressings the night before, and Sorin was amazed at how much he had healed; the puncture wounds in his side were tiny dimples and the wounds on his shoulder were scabbed, their outer edges pink newly-healed skin. For the ravages he had suffered, Sorin was lucky to be mending so fast.

A set of clean clothes in the same earth tones Thomas wore were folded on the room’s chair: tan pants, a green shirt, and a mud-colored tunic. The old man had burned Sorin’s ripped and blood-stained clothing. How Thomas had come by the clean clothes, Sorin was not sure. He dressed gingerly and went into the front room.

Thomas was nowhere to be seen. The door that led outside was open, a foggy drizzle dampening the world, and the sword, bow, and quiver were missing. Miniscule flames in the hearth leapt to existence and then just as quickly died, the red coals flickering as they faded from crimson to black.

Thomas entered then, a sword strapped to his back. “We are leaving. The horses are saddled and ready.”

“Why? Where are we going?”

Thomas worked at putting some bundled food items into a large pack. “A summer rain is rare, and it could be the very thing that hides our trail from the jerich. It will come, boy. There is no doubt of that. The rain will dull our scent, erase our way. When the jerich does come for us, we want to be as far away as possible from where it caught you the first time.”

His strength returned, at least for the moment, Sorin asked, “You think I am able to travel already?”

Thomas shrugged, his eyes earnest as he continued the preparations. “It doesn’t matter. We won’t get another shot at this, and the farther we will be when you stop worrying.”

“Why are you getting involved?” Sorin asked, anger leaping in response to the old man’s chiding. How is this your business?”

“It is my business now,” Thomas shot back. “The jerich will not only go after you, it will go after anyone you have crossed paths with in order to find you. The rain may hide our trail for a time, but that trail will lead to you no matter how well I try to cover it. When it comes, I will not be here. I suggest you do the same.” Thomas handed Sorin a thick forest green cloak. “Are you coming or not?”

Sorin thought about it as Thomas took the rest of the supplies out to the horses. What else did he have? Thistledon was his home. He had made friends. He had the forge in town and a life he could build amongst his sad memories.

But the malevolent white eyes looked at him from inside. No matter what he wished, the creature loomed over him still.

“Is this so hard, boy?”

The muscles of Sorin’s jaw clenched. “Leaving my home is not easy.”

Thomas turned from what he was doing and came to grip Sorin’s shoulders, his eyes penetrating Sorin’s.

“Neither is dying, Sorin,” Thomas whispered.

* * * * *

Sorin stepped from the house, the cloak warding off the morning chill. The green maple leaves captured the light drizzle to produce giant droplets that splattered the forest floor. The two horses were tethered next to the house with two packs on each side. Creek neighed his greeting, a welcome friend Sorin was happy he still had.

Thomas swung up into the saddle of his pale brown horse after securing his home. The horse—an animal the old man named as Aneri—was as loaded as Sorin’s was. The old man’s bow and the quiver of arrows were secured with straps to the mount’s side. As Sorin pulled himself up onto Creek, he saw a bundle behind Thomas wrapped in oiled cloth and twine shaped like a large broad sword.

“Is that a another sword belted to Aneri?” Sorin asked.

Thomas did not turn. “It’s my father’s sword. I will not leave it behind for potential pilfering by those who may come after us.” Thomas sat straight in his saddle, immune to the inclement weather. “The men you saw at the Broken Legg, who were they? Locals?”

“Rissus Braun and Artur Mort were there,” Sorin answered. “The other man—the one with the scar—I have never seen before.”

“Not the brightest men then,” Thomas grunted. “If they were with the jerich we should watch for them.

“Why would they work for that creature?”

“A few coins can hire a great many thugs, Sorin.”

Sorin pulled his cloak tight like armor. The drizzle had changed to a steady light rain and the sound of nature being drummed by water surrounded him. The wind began to whip in bursts, scattering the drops in all directions. Thomas led on Aneri, plodding away from his home without looking back. Sorin spurred Creek on to follow in affront to the summer storm.

After traversing several small valleys, the two companions entered a winding stream. The wet splash of their horses’ hooves met the rock of the stream bed, erasing their trail from eyes who would care.

“Where are we going?” Sorin questioned during a brief respite from the severe rain and driving wind.

Thomas allowed Sorin to catch up with his horse. “We will remain in the direct path of the storm, riding right up its skirts.” Thomas sharply gestured northwestward “It is our one chance to erase the existence of our passage.”

“Is that the only reason we ride in that direction?”

“No,” Thomas replied.

“Why else then?”

“An acquaintance. Someone, I hope, with answers.”

“Who is this friend?”

“Someone I have known a long time,” Thomas said tersely. “And I did not say they were a friend.”

“And where will this path take us?”

“Will the questions never end?” Thomas ignored the question and sighed. “We need to put distance between us and home. It takes a lot of rain to eliminate a hoof print in mud. Rain will only be effective in masking our trail if it continues.”

“Are we being followed?” Sorin looked behind him.

“We will know when they find us, won’t we?” Thomas said gruffly.

Sorin quieted. The weather steadily worsened as the day wore on, and by mid-morning they were soaked. Sorin was left alone with his thoughts as Creek trudged grudgingly through the growing quagmire. Melancholy drew closer to him than his cloak, soaking into him even more fully than the rain. Thoughts of his parents and their loss enveloped him, adding another misery to the weather. Pastor Hadlin preached those servants of the All Father who did well to their fellow man would receive the grandest of gifts in life and in the Beyond. The events of the last few days had hollowed Sorin out and given him pause—how could the All Father allow his parents to die? No answer was forthcoming, his faith shaken forever.

“They say you’ve lost your faith.” It erupted from Sorin before he could stop it.

Through the gloom, the corners of Thomas’s mouth fell. “They?”

“Those in town. I’ve heard it whispered at church for winters. You come and go as you please, and worship when you wish. What could have happened for you to become so lost?”

Expecting an angry retort, Thomas said, “What is faith but love? I lost that long ago.”

Sorin suddenly sunk lower in his saddle. “Sorry,” he said.

Thomas did not reply, turning away, the water running off his black cloak in rivulets.

Creek shivered beneath Sorin as early afternoon brought no respite from the weather. They were traveling along the bottom of a valley through a copse of fir and cedar when Thomas pulled his mount up sharply and cocked his head against the wind.

“Dismount. Now.” Thomas leapt from Aneri, grabbed Creek’s reins, and pulled both horses under a giant fir tree, the thick limbs shielding them from the rain.

Sorin was about to ask what they were doing when he heard it—a low rumble that vibrated the tree and soon spread into the ground. Thin, sharp needles shaken from the tree dropped onto the two men and their horses. Something massive moved in the world. Sorin realized he was holding his breath and let it out. The mists that snaked at the top of the tree were suddenly darkened as a wide shadow passed and disappeared as quickly as it had come. Sorin reflexively cringed. Whatever it was, it was big.

“What in the…?” Sorin began.

“Dragon,” Thomas whispered. The old man was keeping the agitated horses firmly under his control. “Big one, too.”

The dragon returned, and the wide wingspan, long neck, and sinuous tail became discernible as it flew through the gloom like a water snake. It roared then, the timbre of its voice loud and deep, and the sound shook Sorin’s chest. Fear seized his heart. The dragon was an adversary that could kill them as easily as the jerich could.

The gigantic beast flew away again to the north. Thomas noticeably relaxed.

“A few days ago, I saw many dragons taking flight and heading westward, leaving the Krykendaals,” Sorin said, his gaze on the forest canopy. “Why hasn’t this one left with its pack?”

Thomas frowned. “Might be too old. If a dragon is old, sick, or injured, it can’t make the trip and is forced to live on its own. The question is—why are the dragons leaving now?”

Sorin peered up into the gloom that wrapped the sky. He shook his head.

“We’d best keep to the trees and move carefully,” Thomas said, dropping his hood, beads of water falling from his saturated beard. “We don’t want to be caught out in the open.”

After Thomas was sure the dragon was not returning, they remounted and made their way warily, watching the sky for the predator. The storm continued unabated as they wove through sagging fir limbs, wet grasses, and cloying mist. Neither of them spoke; to do so might bring their downfall upon them. With trees looming all around them, they passed around the edges of a muddy bog as afternoon came, keeping near the forest and firmer ground.

Sorin was wondering if the world had vanished entirely beneath the barrage of the weather when two whistles punctuated the air and the forest undergrowth to their right exploded in a flurry of movement and sound.

Aneri reared and screamed, eyes rolling in pain. Taken unawares, Thomas fell from his seat as his horse twisted in the air. From the horse’s chest two arrows sprouted, their shafts buried deep. Creek backed away toward the swampy land while Sorin hunkered low in his saddle, searching the gloom for their assailant amidst the chaos of Thomas’s panicked horse.

Thomas was back on his feet in a blur, coated in wet grime, his sword screeching out of its scabbard. Two men—one with pocked features, the other a pale-skinned redhead—launched from their hiding places at the travelers, swords drawn and wicked intent gleaming in their eyes. Creek jerked backward, snorting in defiance. Aneri lingered nearby, the horse’s chest bloody.

“Flee, now!” Thomas roared at Sorin as he stepped between the charging men and Creek.

“Get on!” Sorin screamed. He would not abandon the man who had saved him.

Thomas had one chance to look at Sorin’s saddle before the brigands were on him. The ringing of steel filled the wet air as Thomas battled, engaging the men with precise, ferocious swings, his cloak flung wide like a shadowy wraith given substantial form. In a balanced dance of footwork, he kept both attackers on guard and unable to reach Sorin.

Fear and anger mixed and spread like wildfire through Sorin. Rissus Braun and Artur Mort had been with the jerich at the Broken Leg Inn, but the creature was yet to be seen; at the forest’s fringe, the man with the scar nocked another arrow. Heat gripped Sorin. If given the opportunity, he would kill every last person responsible for his parents’ deaths.

Thomas disengaged from the enemy. “Stay behind me, boy,” Thomas growled, his eyes never leaving his adversaries.

Grinning maliciously, the scarred man fletched another arrow and let loose. It flew wide. “Hand the lad over,” he growled. “No reason for you to be involved here.”

“Bold words from a group outnumbering an old man.” Thomas tightened his grip about his sword and held it at the ready. He remained between the men and Sorin.

Rage twisted the scarred leader’s face. “Get the boy, Rissus!”

Rissus circled to get the advantage on Creek, his stubbled jowls jiggling in waves with every step. The man focused his hate-filled eyes on Sorin and a snaggletooth grin spread wide as he came forward.

“This is not your fight, Rissus,” Sorin argued. “Do what’s right here and leave.”

“The money is the right thing. Sorry.” No apology was in his eyes.

Uncertainty gripped Sorin. Battle was beyond him. He had never lifted a sword against anyone. Cursing his inability, he wondered if he should have followed Thomas’s order and fled.

Thomas attacked, pushing his lone adversary backward with overhand cuts, growling like a caged animal unleashed. His red-haired opponent faltered, barely parrying the older man’s swings until their leader threw down his bow and drew his own sword to keep Thomas pinned down in battle. Together they hacked at Thomas, but the Thistledon’s recluse was stubborn, unwilling to give ground. The song of their battered steel rang throughout the rain-drenched forest.

Rissus grinned as he separated from the others. The only semblance of protection Sorin had was Creek. The horse was manic, its emotions quickened to a fervor from the conflict and the crashing blades. It was all Sorin could do to keep him near Thomas, hoping for an opening to save the old man.

Rissus darted in, his sword lowered, trying to grab hold of Creek’s reins. The horse reared, pummeling the pocked man backward to the ground, hooves flying downward at the thug.

A sickening snap like rotting deadwood underfoot filled the world. Rissus howled in pain, his left forearm angled unnaturally away from his body. He crawled away before Creek could attack again and fled into the foggy woods, leaving the sword in the muddied grass.

The leader feinted an attack at Thomas and stepped to the side, giving his other companion the chance to blindside the old man. “This doesn’t concern you,” the scarred man sneered. He feinted again, dropping into a crouch, and sprang at Thomas with his broadsword falling in a blurred arc. Thomas’s sword was there to meet it, unforgiving steel echoing. The swords separated. Again, he attacked but being the larger man Thomas pushed his foe back, keeping the two men in front of him. “Your presence here only delays the inevitable. Step aside or die.”

“I will die, but not today,” Thomas snarled as he swung a strong overhand attack. The leader side-stepped smoothly, letting the blade hiss through the space he had been in, and moved in to knee the air from his opponent. Thomas twisted away to avoid the attempt and in one fluid motion pushed the scarred leader away while kicking out at Artur’s legs.

The pale redhead lost his footing on the slick, muddy ground. It was all Thomas needed. His sword snaked out like lightning and its double-edged steel ran his foe through the neck. Sorin had never seen a man move so fluidly with deadly force. His assailant dropped like a sack of grain, his blue eyes surprised, blood erupting like a crimson fountain from the man’s mouth as he fell.

“You are alone,” Thomas breathed hard, his sharp eyes focusing on the last man.

The last attacker gritted his teeth as he swung broad strokes. Thomas was quiet in his efficiency, his breathing coming in evenly-controlled gulps. His scar a livid streak of purple, the man gave ground, outmatched in skill, snarling at the old man with hatred. The inevitable shone in his eyes, knowledge he could not overcome the old man alone.

Then a roar shattered the misty heavens, full of enmity and incendiary spite. The fog darkened above them, a hulk slicing through the air and vanishing into the void of the weather. Conflict had drawn it, and only the trees of the forest held it at bay—the dragon had found them.


“Ride! Get out of here! I’ll be right behind you!” Thomas forced his enemy back with a hard push and ran after his wounded horse. “Go!” he screamed one last time.

Sorin tugged at the reins and rode hard, nestling into Creek. Freed of its master’s control, the horse rushed into the forest, away from the chaos and conflict. The rain had lessened to drizzle, but it still blinded Sorin. Wet fir limbs smashed into him, threatening to unseat him, but he held on through sheer force of will. He did not know where he rode; he only hoped it took him from his enemies and the dragon.

Today he would not fail at surviving on his own merit.

He peered back over his left shoulder. Aneri pounded into the sloppy ground, trying to catch Creek, red froth foaming at the horse’s bit. The two arrows still protruded from the Aneri’s chest and terror filled the mount’s eyes—as promised, Thomas followed Sorin. Their enemies from the Broken Leg Inn were left behind.

They had fallen into a dangerous situation, but Thomas had handled the three marauders with ease. The old man may have been tormented by inner demons from his past, but he had demonstrated he was also well trained in swordplay. The defeat life had visited upon him had vanished in the melee.

Sorin realized he was lucky to be alive. Thomas had saved him again.

The forest thinned as he followed the defile, the valley’s hillsides flattening, and the mist became a thick fog. Creek still pulverized the wet ground, his coat glossy with sweat and rain. Passing in a smudge of muted colors, the trees had suddenly changed from dark greens to muted grays and as Sorin slowed Creek he saw most were leafless and those leaves that did grow were blackened and small, twisted as if ravaged by sickness. Soon even the ghostly fingers of dying tree limbs faded. At their feet, skunk grass grew. Rotting foliage permeated the air, a stink that caught Sorin reflexively holding his breath. Wet, gurgling sounds breached the silence, but Sorin could not tell how far away they were in the dead air or where they had come from.

He looked back to view his companion, but Thomas was no longer there. Sorin reined Creek to a stop. The forest they had been riding within had disappeared, a gloom unlike any he had seen in the Krykendaals enveloping them in all directions. The horse snorted into the humid air. Sorin waited, straining to hear his companion. Thomas did not appear.

Sorin’s pulse quickened anew, a more cloying, patient danger shrouding him in fear. He knew where he was. It was a place he had heard spoken of by travelers who came to Thistledon from north of Silver Lake. Those travelers always appeared gaunt and tired, lending weight to their tales of where they had been. That place was poison to life, and he had stumbled into it.

He was in the haunted Grayoin Marshes.

And he was alone.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 7


 


As a young boy, Sorin had been lost in the wilderness for a night.

It had happened before he knew any better. One moment he was tracking through the thickly forested lower hillsides of the Krykendaals near his home, and the next he discovered he did not know where he was. All he had was a knife, a warm cloak, and a pack containing two meals. It had been one of his first hunting forays with his father, who had asked him to scout ahead. The autumn morning tendrils of mist had blurred the world, a thick gray blanket flung over the land obscuring it from the sun. He had been nine winters old.

But the sun had been unable to break the fog’s grip, and as morning progressed, Sorin was disoriented. No hills or peaks looked familiar; no valleys or landmarks recognizable. He was unsure from which direction he had come. At first, he had kept calm as his father had counseled, but that soon changed to screaming for his father. Nothing happened—his voice had echoed back to him as though a dead thing. The mist thickened and the temperature dropped. The forest animals faded into their own burrows, nests, and beds. The colors had drained back into the earth, and he knew he was lost.

The fright of this acknowledgment had spread to his imagination, and suddenly bodiless faces watched him from the fog, and the silence bred whispers all around him. In a panic, he had fled deeper into the very mountains his father had always warned him about.

Astride Creek, Sorin looked at the Grayoin Marshes and those same feelings rose from the fount of memory. His father had finally found him the next day, those seven winters ago—ill with fever and exhausted from fear. Sorin had sworn to never allow his emotions to override his common sense.

And as then, he now had many paths to choose from with no discernible outcome.

Upon reflection, it was not so much the fact he could become lost—he knew he was somewhere. It was not about lacking direction. It was the accompanying panic that arose from having to make the right choice—the one that would lead to safety. Choice could paralyze a person. It was the inability to make a choice to save their life that eventually led someone to desperation and madness and sometimes death.

The Grayoin Marshes was the epitome of choice. It was a giant swamp, marking the northwestern fringe of Silver Lake, created from several small creeks merging in the same flat, barren place as they bled into the lake. With no banks to run between, the water spread out like fingers, saturating and stagnating the earth. Bogs floated through the swamp, continually shifting the labyrinth. Those who traveled around the north end of Silver Lake avoided the Grayoin Marshes, believing it haunted by those who had become lost and never seen again. Sorin had not been here before; he had to be careful or risk being as lost as in his youth.

“Well, Creek, what a mess we’re in.” He patted the horse’s wet neck. Creek whickered at his master’s assessment. Shielding his eyes from the steely drizzle, Sorin looked to the sky; it was blackening, and night would soon fall.

He had food and a waterskin mostly full. It would have to be enough.

Sorin retraced the horse’s hooves back the way they had come. The holes were filling in with water, mud, and muck. He traced them back several kingyards before they vanished. The rainfall was swelling the creeks that fed the swamp and the putrid water of the marshes was slowly rising. Every moment, his passage was disappearing.

He rode on a bit further to see if he could pick up the trail again, but it was gone, wiped from the world.

Irony clutched him. The rain—the very thing supposed to hide him from the jerich—now prevented him from saving himself.

The fog and gray surrounded him in a circular wall. Sorin navigated Creek to the highest point of ground he could see in the fading light. Bogs floated here, giving a false sense of solid ground. The Marshes were riddled with snakes, swarming insects, and putrid smells that gagged the unsuspecting. Creek was smart, choosing his path with tentative care, and they stopped on the tiny hillock choked with skunk grass. The world was blank.

He could not just sit and wait it out. The Marshes would not disappear. The more he traveled the more he risked being immobilized by mud or falling into a sinkhole.

He dismounted from Creek to think and mud suctioned at his boots. Hunkering down into his cloak, the first kernels of hope slipped from him. It made no difference in the end what he did. He could stay where he was, try to survive the night, and hope Thomas was able to track him to the swamp and somehow save him. The only other option placed him immediately in danger. Fear bubbled up and the terror of never seeing the sun again surfaced to drown him.

Two faces materialized in his mind, sad and offering no advice—his mother and father. Stone weighted his heart, as heavy as one of his father’s anvils, and he knew he would never be free of it. The pain radiated from him into the darkening night. Sorrow overtook him, bleak and self-serving, and he did not know he was crying until well after the first tears had fallen.

Then through the blurry tears, Sorin saw movement.

It was a flutter of shadow at his periphery, but gone when he turned to look at it. He wiped his grief away and concentrated. Nothing. He looked over to Creek, who was attempting a meal of the skunk grass without much success, but the horse was unaware of the phenomena. The rain continued and the fog swirled along the top of the oily marshes as if alive on its own.

He wondered if madness had found him already.

More movement occurred, again at the edges of his vision. He looked around, trying to capture it. The Grayoin Marshes were haunted, of that he was now sure. It was a place where the lines between his world and the All Father’s domain blurred, the walls protecting each somehow insubstantial. From the stories he had heard, the ghosts ached to enter warm flesh, to feel life once more, and in so doing drove the intruder mad with their insistence. Sorin did not know how incorporeal spirits could affect the physical world, but he did not much care to find out.

He was about to grab Creek and go anywhere when he became aware they were surrounded. Before, the shadows had been hesitant, a small few furtive as they watched their new addition to the swamp. But now fog had brought new shades and they swirled along the ground in diaphanous bodies, no longer wishing to hide. Faces with hollow eye sockets drifted slowly by him, brushing against him as if seeing he was real. They floated on the air, cloaks and hair trailing after them as if underwater, slow and fluid. Cold invaded him at their negligible touches; the gooseflesh along his arms and neck rose against his will. They did not try to overwhelm him; they merely came close enough to observe and move on, giving way for others. In a matter of moments, hundreds had come to him and more waited.

Creek did not acknowledge the presence of their visitors. Apparently either Creek could not see them, or they served no threat to him.

Remembering his childhood, Sorin would not let panic rule him.

The shades’ odd observation of him ceased. A new ghost weaved in their midst, different than the others, large and more defined. The rest fell back—in deference or fear Sorin could not tell—creating a free lane for it to enter. It floated closer to him, the lines of its body firming, its breadth towering over the others even in death. Its features coalesced into a wide face, with pale cheekbones and a thick beard molded around its jaw. Sorin squinted in the fading light, shock plunging him into an icy river. It was the face only a son could know so well.

Something inside Sorin’s chest broke. It was his father.

The world swam in Sorin’s blurry vision. Something about the shade’s vacant eyes and mouth wanted to speak but could not. Instead, it moved ahead of Sorin and then waited, inviting him to follow. When Sorin absently grabbed Creek’s reins in compliance, the ghost wove areas of the marshes that were firm despite their appearance. The other shades followed, their empty sockets watching. If he were to die, it would be following his father.

Creek came to a halt several times, his forelegs disappearing into the deep muck, but he eventually extricated himself with massive heaves of his body. Even though the swamp was an ever-changing mass, the shade never faltered. Even when Sorin thought they were heading for an area of water that was over his head, it appeared to be only an illusion, a trick of the light. The procession forward was slow, the Marshes unchanging and as dead as a graveyard. Sorin spent as much time ensuring he survived the morass of the swamp as he did watching the shade.

When Sorin finally came in sight of living trees, his heart leapt in his chest at the sight. Creek’s hooves again on solid ground, the shades disappeared behind them like smoke caught in a strong wind.

The shade of his father was no exception.

* * * * *

Thomas found them an hour after dawn brightened the eastern clouds, riding a different horse. The rain had stopped sometime during the night, and the storm had mostly cleared, the sun rising to renew the world with light, color, and warmth. He materialized from the gloom like one of the shades, but whereas the latter were gray and opaque, the former glowed with life, though the crimson evidence of death stained his clothing. Sorin’s heart lifted at the sight of Thomas, but he was too tired and shaken to greet him.

“I followed your tracks to the edge of the Marshes. Searched all night.” He looked into the expanse of marsh before them. “How did you end up in there?”

“By the time I realized where we were, it was too late,” Sorin said, huddled under a fir tree. His cloak was drawn tight to ward off the morning chill, and drying mud covered him to his waist. Creek was tethered nearby chomping at soft green grass.

Thomas knelt by Sorin. “How did you get out? The Marshes are not an easy place to escape. Most do not.”

Sorin shrugged. “What happened to you?”

“Aneri didn’t make it,” Thomas sighed, his eyes dark and intense. “One moment we were behind you. Then Aneri went down, didn’t get up again.” Thomas patted his new horse’s side; it was light brown with white splotches on its flank. “Good thing about dead men—they no longer need to ride.”

Sorin nodded absently. The events of the previous night—and the emotions they had evoked—were still with him.

Thomas pulled himself into the saddle. “You seem…quiet. And no questions.”

“I’ll be fine. I just need some sleep. Where are we going now?”

“Away from here. Never enjoyed being so near that swamp.” His disheveled beard and hair gave him a crazed look, a man even the shades would be afraid of. “You want answers, right? Well, I don’t let anyone try to kill me and live to tell about it without knowing why.”

“The scarred man escaped?” Sorin asked.

Thomas looked into the hills. “Yes, although he can’t have gotten far in last night’s storm and with the dragon about. If we can catch him and his friend quick enough, they will have nothing to report to the jerich—or anyone else for that matter. And we might get some answers.”

“That is what I want,” Sorin said flatly.

Thomas arched an eyebrow before clicking his horse forward.

Sorin wanted answers. Seeing the shade of his father only strengthened his resolve for revenge, and discovering why his parents had been murdered was second only to punishing the thing responsible. The hot pit of anger that had blossomed inside him at the sight of the brigands remained, one of their deaths not enough to satiate his needs. At the sentuarie, he had prayed for forgiveness, but an emotion hotter and more visceral had taken a hold of his heart. His long-held Godwyn beliefs struggled with those of a darker purpose, and the latter burned bright.

He wondered if Thomas could see it in him. He wondered if something similar had happened to drive Thomas away from the light.


 “You know where they went?” he questioned.

Thomas nodded. “Only two men, on horses and heading west. If we head north over these hills we may cross their trail and pick it up now that the rain has stopped.”

They rode for the rest of the morning and into the early afternoon, steadily climbing out of the Grayoin Marshes’ flats and into the higher hills that surrounded Silver Lake. With the new elevation, the shimmering body of water came in and out of view to the southwest, the marshes a wide gray leprosy to their immediate southwest. Giant fir trees covered the immediate world in darkness, their thickly-needled limbs blocking out the sun, and mosquitoes buzzed while various animals scurried in the underbrush. Cool dirt gave the air the sweet, musty smell of growing life.

Thomas found the trail the two men left easily, the torn earth betraying their passing.

“They are not trying to conceal their tracks,” Thomas said, searching the ground.

“Where are they going and why?” Sorin asked.

“I don’t know,” Thomas answered. “The jerich would not suffer failure, and yet they are not searching for you now. At least Rissus is wounded. He won’t be much in a fight.”

An hour after their midday meal of bread and cheese, Thomas and Sorin ran across the body of Rissus.

The corpse was crumpled on the trail, face down in the muck of the steep hillside they traveled. Thomas turned him over and took a quick look through the dead man’s pockets. Greasy hair fell thinly over sightlessly staring red-rimmed green eyes, his jowls jiggling even in death. The hilt of a knife extended from his neck, the blade buried deep, and the red slick of blood from the wound coated his chest. The wound still seeped while shock froze his features.

From the dead man’s pockets, Thomas retrieved a small wooden box carved from dark wood, a short-handled knife, and a jingling bag. Thomas fumbled with the cloth purse; a few copper coins rattled free into the old man’s palm.

“Why wouldn’t his companion take the coins?” Thomas said, thoughtful. “Money is money. It makes no sense.”

“Because he has no need for it?” Sorin asked.

While crouched, Thomas looked around the trees as if a trap had been set. “Perhaps.”

“Why would the scarred man kill his own hired man?” Sorin questioned.

“I don’t know,” Thomas said. “But I’m willing to bet they were not friends.”

“And now there is only one left,” Sorin said, his answers residing with the scarred man.

Thomas touched the moist ground, the two horse trails continuing in the distance. “The man who led that group is a coward. He obviously didn’t want to become involved, but he still had to get the job done. Now he has us and the jerich after him, more than likely.” Thomas stood and handed the knife to Sorin. “Next time you won’t be entirely defenseless.”

Sorin took the weapon. It was a simple blade, a wooden handle with a dinged steel blade. He put it in a pocket of his cloak.

Thomas grabbed his horse’s reins and proceeded along the trail anew, stepping over Rissus.

“You are just going to leave him out here? Not bury him?”

Thomas grunted. “You think he’d do that for you? He rots where he lies.”

The hills flattened gradually again, the trees thinning as they gave way to rolling farmland. The trail then turned south along the shores of Silver Lake. It spread far to the south and east, the water calm and sparkling as though icy stars cast their light from the lake’s depths. Ahead, far in the distance and rising from a rocky cliff that bordered the lake, a stone structure with three short towers and other buildings jutted amongst the afternoon sky, smoke from its chimneys rising into the air.

Their attacker’s trail led directly to the stone buildings.

“What’s that?”

“It’s the Monastery of A’lum,” Thomas said. “Priests of Godwyn Keep. They spend their days encouraging scholarly education in the region. A’lum is the central point for Godwyn Keep’s expansive endeavors in Vaarland, and it contains a fairly large library and group of monks dedicated to bringing their missionary message to the populace. The church in Thistledon was laid down by this order. And judging by the tracks, it looks like our prey has taken sanctuary there.”

“Each province has a similar monastery?” Sorin wondered.

“Mostly,” Thomas said. “But in Vaarland, the spiritual center is separate from the capital of Bervale.”

“It’s huge,” Sorin said, awed at the towers.

Thomas chuckled. “There are greater cities to the west and south.”

The closer they got to the monastery, the more activity bustled. Priests tended the fields rolling nearby, the last rays of sun giving the world a copper hue as the men finished the day’s work. The trail broadened into a cobblestone pathway where three priests mended a fence. The priests nodded in greeting but continued their work without fear of the newcomers. Others gardened patches of vegetables or fished in the sparkling lake. It was a large community, activity and hard work everyday life.

An elderly man wearing a worn brown cassock patiently guided a retinue of sheep from grass pastures into their fenced pen before shuffling slowly along the path the men and their horses traversed.

“Old friend,” Thomas said, raising his voice. “How fares the end of the day?”

The man stopped and lowered his cowl; wispy white hair floated free.

“As it has for many winters, sir,” he replied with a shaky voice. “Slow and leading to a warm meal and a soft bed.”

“We seek the same as you tonight,” Thomas said. “The weather has been unusually wet, and we’d like to dry the water from our ears.”

“Aye, it rained right enough. Nothing like a summer rain to make the sheep happy. Grass grows, you understand.” The priest’s head bobbed on his skinny neck. “Come then, come. No reason to dally. We have room.”

The Monastery at A’lum loomed ahead as the riders and old priest approached it. Whereas Thistledon’s congregation worshipped in a singular antechamber with pews and a lone kneeling block, A’lum contained an entire living community. The keep was built of dark gray stone, and time had weathered it smooth and rounded its corners. A single rock wall, no higher than Sorin’s waist, surrounded the keep in a half circle and contained a courtyard that looked in upon the outer keep. The other side opened to a cliff that hovered above the lake. The towers were squat but tall enough to contain almost a dozen floors each. The monastery appealed to Sorin’s simple nature.

Sorin and Thomas stabled their horses within a small barn, and walked into a grassy courtyard containing several benches, patches of garden work growing a variety of plants.

“Do you have a High Captain I could speak to?” Thomas asked the frail older man.

Their guide cackled. “This isn’t Godwyn Keep, sir. No one bothers us out here. A’lum has half a dozen wards not much more than armed villagers. They are not very well trained.” The wrinkled man scratched the stubble on his cheeks in thought. “Still, I suppose you’d want to speak to Lien. He’s a good man.”

The sheepherder called to a man near the monastery entryway wearing a shirt of silver mail missing links, thickly padded arm guards, and a light helm. A sword was belted at his waist, but it had seen better days, the cloth wrapping the sword’s haft worn and faded of color, the scabbard scraped and dinged. He looked strong, even if his weaponry had seen better times.

“We have visitors, Lien. Help them as you can.” The ancient priest waved a gnarled hand in farewell and disappeared under the carved image of a tree emblazoned into the arch stone of the keep’s doorway, in search of—Sorin suspected—the end of his day.

“Evenin’,” Thomas nodded to the guard. “We have come for a meal and to find a friend. He was traveling this direction and perhaps stopped here for the night.”

Through the open entrance, a large hulking shadow disappeared up the inner staircase. Sorin thought he caught the glimmer of eyes looking his way before they vanished upward.

“A meal we can supply,” Lien was saying. “Your friend we cannot. As far as I know, we have no visitors outside our normal community. You two are the only strangers here. Perhaps the Bishop knows.”

“The Pontifex is not here currently?” Thomas asked.

“At Godwyn Keep, although Pontifex de Lille is rarely here anyway. Some evil event has transpired and his Grace is there to lend support.”

Thomas frowned. “Where can we get a bite to eat?”

Lien leaned forward with a whisper. “Obey the rules of the sanctuary here. Word has come from the south of a revolt against the Kingdom. It is difficult to know friend from foe these days.”

“What news have you?” Thomas asked earnestly.

“That a pagan god has returned, destroying all who do not follow him,” Lien looked around him as though his utterance would destroy him suddently. “These are dark times, and Bishop Theron is finding it difficult to allow safe harbor to those who may have wicked intent.” Lien paused, satisfied he had done his job. “Enjoy your dinner.”

Sorin and Thomas entered the cool confines of the monastery and rather than adhere to Lien’s behest, they subtly searched the floors.

“Could any of that be true?” Sorin asked Thomas as they walked.

“News rarely contains the wholeness of the truth, but some of it is probably,” Thomas said, looking around. “Means more refugees from La Zandia will pour into Vaarland.”

The building was sparsely decorated, the simple design outdoors reflected inside as well. Rooms opened into other wings of the building and several staircases fled into the shadows above. Priests passed by, most in pairs, quietly reflecting on their day or studies. Few gave curious glances to the newcomers—fewer still looks of distrust.

They came to an empty room on the eastern side of the monastary with a lofty ceiling supported by thick, arched rafters. The late afternoon sun shone through the lone circular window, casting colorful hues onto a man prostrate at a kneeling block on a dais near the far wall. Dust motes floated on the air, unsettled by the room’s occupant. No other doors gave leave in the dim glow of the orb sconces secured to the stone walls. The room was large but did not contain chairs or benches of any kind; Sorin thought it might be a sanctuary for private prayer.

At their entrance, the robed man who knelt under the stained glass window turned to face the men, his hands clasped before him. Surprise and then rage spread across his scarred face.

A gout of flame erupted within Sorin. It was the man they hunted. He was about to charge into the room when Thomas grabbed his tunic with the force of a bear.

“Sacrilege if any sinful intent is brought into a sanctuary of the All Father,” Thomas hissed in warning. “We must abide and wait. He isn’t going anywhere, Sorin.”

“That one—not to be trusted,” said a young passing monk. “Comes and goes as much as the wind. Keeps to himself.”

Thomas looked hard at the priest. “We’d like to speak to him when he is done.”

“He may be there a while,” the monk said. “Is there anything I can do to help you?”

Sorin’s eyes did not leave the murderer. The man prayed in peace, his eyes shut, and Sorin caught snatches of a throaty song on the air. Darkness fell over Sorin’s vision and his hand ventured to find the hilt of the knife Thomas had given him. A chill swept through him. At last, he would have the answers he wanted, the revenge he needed.

The priest suddenly stopped his prayer. He stood up and a grin split his face.

Just then a roar burst from outside the monastery—a tremor carried through the stone under Sorin’s feet. It was a sound a person never forgot and instantly recognized for the beast that made it. Even as A’lum came alive in a frenzied rush of shouts and panicked movement, one word blazed across Sorin’s mind.

Dragon.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 8


 


The stone around Sorin Westfall shook as the dragon roared again in challenge.


Thomas sprinted through the hallways, Sorin not too far behind, and out into the covered inner bailey that connected the keep to many other rooms. Priests scrambled everywhere, young and old alike, trying to find purpose in the pandemonium that engulfed them. Most had dropped their books and whatever business they were on; all were unsure of what to do. Two or three armored wards, their faces blanched of color, were as frantic as the rest. No one took command. It was as if the monastery was a beehive, and someone had suddenly given it a sharp shake, its occupants swarming aggressively to be free and desperate to discover what the commotion was about.


The priests knew better than to leave the stone safety of A'lum, however.


Through an opening in the walled colonnade that surrounded the monastery, the last rays of the sun highlighted the country westward in amber and gold. The dragon screamed from somewhere above, the rumble and scrape of claws gripping the monastery came to Sorin as it waited for prey. In the forest, fear had threatened to overwhelm him when the dragon had passed overhead, but he had known he could elude it; the trees of the forest had been tall and thick to blind the beast from its prey. But here they were trapped; the land around A’lum was rolling pastures, and the lake bordering its east side offered no escape.


Sorin gritted his teeth. He doubted the dragon would leave because he willed it.


Thomas was next to him, his sword drawn, looking around the bustling throng for a means to quit the madness. A middle-aged priest had grabbed Lien near one of the colonnade’s entrances and angrily motioned for the ward to fight and protect, the stress overcoming both men. The sun that illuminated them vanished suddenly as the silvery-blue dragon landed in the courtyard near them, shaking the ground with its weight. Its baleful black eyes fixed on the men nearest to it and it blasted fire from its large maw into the monastery halls.


Lien and the priest screamed in surprise and pain as the dragon's fire erupted around the pillars. It was a steady stream of flame—white hot and flickering like the sun around its edges. The men had no time to defend themselves; they were engulfed instantly. Withering under the intense heat and disintegrating before Sorin’s eyes, the bodies were flung several kingsyards down the hallway by the force of the dragon's fiery breath. All that was left was charred skin and bones, melted armor, blackened stone, and the acrid smell of burnt flesh.


Their grisly deaths only increased the chaos as priests darted for cover. Thomas searched the throng. “If we stay within the heart of this building, we’ll be fine. It would take the dragon days to pull the stone apart. Just don’t do anything foolish.” They backed deeper into the hallway, away from open air of the monastery’s courtyard.


As if sensing its prey’s desire for safety, the dragon pushed its weight into the wall, trying to cave the stone in to reach those inside. Thomas left Sorin’s side and marshaled the few wards that were still nearby.


A skinny old woman with a severely thin face and a long gray braid rushed down the stairs from the monastery’s upper levels and scurried through the halls, bolstering the priests into control. With a screeching commanding voice, she joined Thomas and gestured wildly with sticklike arms and lightning in her eyes.


“We must wait this out,” she said as they neared Sorin.


“This is the bulk of your guard?” Thomas grated. “Surely you need protection from thieves and the like, Bishop?”


The old woman wore a dull brown cassock that hid all feminine attributes, and a thin circlet of silver was woven through her hair. She raised her voice to be heard over the chaos. “There is never need, sir. We have ten wards, no feyr’im, and a flock of untrained priests.”


“Has this ever happened before?” Thomas said, avoiding falling debris.


“Never. I’ve been here twenty-four winters and have never even seen a dragon. If the creature doesn’t go away, we have no choice. We must fight it with the resources we have. It can’t be allowed to tear down our place of worship, our home.”


As if in answer, the dragon gripped a pillar of the colonnade with its large talons and pulled it from its casing. Several stones above in the ceiling ripped asunder to fall heavily to the monastery floor. Dust swirled in the air. If the dragon kept at it, it would break into the chambers of the monastery soon enough.


“Do you have prayersong ability, Bishop?” Thomas questioned.


She narrowed her eyes at the old man. “None that would help in this instance. I’m a scholar, not a warrior.”


“Long spears?” Thomas asked. “Something we can use to gouge its eyes out?”


“No, nothing that is long enough. We do have hunting bows though.”


Thomas frowned. “Bring what you have. It might be our only hope of driving the beast off.”


The giant head thrust its way into the building again, furious, its eyes searching. They locked onto the trio and a gout of flame burst forth. Thomas pushed the Bishop out of harm’s way through an open door while grabbing Sorin and propelling him into the opposite room. The flames rushed past them, singeing both clothing and hair, carrying the fetid stink of the creature.


“What do we do?” Sorin exclaimed, jumping back to his feet.


“A’lum’s only chance is to organize a group to battle the dragon, but I don’t think it has the training or weapons to do any good.”


Frustrated, Thomas screamed to the Bishop. “Go! Find what you can.”


The disheveled old woman peaked around the corner of her doorframe to ensure the way was clear and quickly moved into the interior passages.


Sorin was looking for the Bishop’s return when the winged animal made another ear-shattering screech, one of surprise rather than anger. Its head left the bailey as though yanked from it. Beyond the pillars, the dragon was infuriated, snapping and roaring at an unseen adversary attacking from above. Roars of another kind intermingled with those of the beast, and Sorin and Thomas edged from their hiding place to view the courtyard.


The dragon thrashed and the ground shook, its long tail slicing the air and its leathery wings extended and twitching in the failing light. It spun, throwing up large tufts of grass and soil with its giant claws, and Sorin caught a glimpse of the beast’s antagonist.


On the dragon’s back, wielding a glistening metal-shod staff with blind authority, clung the largest sandy-haired man Sorin had ever seen. He was three times the height of a regular man, with legs as thick as fir trees that straddled the infuriated beast like a horse. In one hand he swung his wooden weapon as a club, pummeling the beast’s neck and head; with the other he gripped the dragon’s wing where it met the beast’s body, keeping his seat. Sorin had never seen a dragon this close or their feral tenacity. Likewise, he had heard many tales of the dragon’s rider but had never laid eyes on one until today.


A Giant.


“By the All Father,” Thomas whispered to no one.


The Giant was ferocious, hammering at the dragon without reprieve. The monster fought back, snapping at its assailant with jaws laden with serrated teeth, infuriated beyond measure. But its teeth never found their mark. It was as if the two assailants were one, locked together, balanced as they opposed one another. It would be a fight to the death— strenuous battle that would continue until only one remained. Yet no matter how much Sorin wanted the Giant to succeed, he knew the odds were against the dragon’s courageous foe.


With a great heave of its powerful legs, the dragon launched into the air. Still the Giant hung on, unwilling to give up the fight so easily. The beast struggled to remain airborne, its entire body straining from the added weight, its wings pumping with such power a cloud of courtyard dirt swirled into the early evening. Through the uncertain light, the Giant rained blows down on the dragon, unconcerned with having left the ground, the massive man’s energy relentless, increasing in severity with each stroke.


Before the dragon had gained much altitude, a loud snap shattered the relative quiet and the dragon’s roar that followed was one of absolute pain. Both rider and ridden fell the short distance back to the courtyard, the dragon’s right wing hanging limp and crooked as the other fluttered impotently. When the dragon crashed, the Giant lost his grip and was thrown from the wounded beast’s back. He rolled ungainly to his feet, dirty but maintaining his hold on the staff.


Free of its cumbersome rider, the dragon viewed its opponent clearly for the first time. It roared in anguish as it tried to tuck its broken wing back. Despite the wounding, the dragon moved toward the Giant again, dragging its injured wing on the ground beside it. There was nothing between it and its foe. A trail of fire exploded across the courtyard consuming all in its path. There was nowhere for the Giant to find cover, nowhere for him to dodge the scorching infliction.


In response, the Giant slammed the butt of his staff into the ground of the courtyard just as the fire reached him. He disappeared completely, engulfed in the white flickering flame. The dragon moved forward, unrelenting in its desire to kill its foe. It poured on more flame in one long, nearly inexhaustible, breath.


But the Giant stood against the flaming torrent, unscathed, his face wreathed in sweat and concentration. A pale green nimbus surrounded him, the dragon fire parting at the Giant’s staff like the flow of a river around a stone. He was unharmed.


A cheer from the monastery’s priests bolstered the hope in Sorin. “What’s happening?” Sorin asked Thomas.


Thomas did not answer. With blue eyes enraptured by the scene in the courtyard, he looked as though he was about to charge into the fight himself.


The dragon took another breath to unleash its fury. The dirty Giant gritted his teeth, sweating fiercely with white-knuckled fingers on his staff, the effort to wield and maintain whatever power he had clearly taxing him. Fire lanced toward him. With eyes closed and his shield parting the beast’s anger, the Giant dropped to one knee. The dragon advanced while he was pinned, unable to free himself. He was losing. Soon, staff or no staff, the fire would consume him entirely or the beast would be within striking distance.


That was when Thomas charged into the battle. Silent and quick, he maneuvered behind the beast, his broadsword gleaming like a sliver of ice. The dragon was unaware of its much smaller threat, its sole focus on the Giant. The old man raised his sword high and brought it down. The blade bit deep into the dragon’s tail, blood splattering from the cut.


The dragon howled, its fire gone, and swiped at Thomas with its spiky tail. The old man dodged the threat, looking for a way to the beast’s midsection to exact a deeper wound. But there was no opening for Sorin’s friend. Thomas was defenseless as the beast used its thrashing tail and massive girth to shove the sword-wielding man toward the courtyard’s corner—to crush him there against stone and scales.


“Thomas!” Sorin screamed, seeing what was happening.


It was too late. With nowhere to go, trapped by the monastery’s walls and the dragon, Thomas was crushed by the weight of the beast against A’lum. He collapsed in a dazed heap as the dragon renewed its fiery assault against struggling Giant.


Something within Sorin broke. It came from somewhere deep, somewhere Sorin had not been aware of until that very instant, blinding in intensity and needing release. Warmth cocooned him and his vision darkened. The feeling swept over him, through him, urgent and rising from the depths of his being. Tingling in his chest spread to his extremities, and the palms of his hands itched furiously. Heat rose and fell with his heartbeat. He was exhilarated and scared at the same time. The fear he had for Thomas and the Giant bled away, leaving unfamiliar but welcome feelings—rage and power.


What rose within Sorin and released into the world was born from not wanting to watch his friend or the courageous efforts of a single Giant die. Some part of him had responded out of that need. He was prepared to charge out into the courtyard with his newfound rage, to distract the dragon somehow, when he collapsed—his strength gone from him in a torrent—and the air went dark.


After a few moments, his vision swam back into clarity as he panted from his knees. Before him, in the courtyard, the dragon once more battled the Giant with its flaming breath.


“By the Scholars…” said a priest near Sorin. His vision clearing, Sorin followed where the man pointed.


A lone crow dove out of the purple sky, gliding and swerving before diving at the dragon’s head like a black stone thrown from above. More came from the surrounding countryside, accosting the beast, swirling around it in a melee of flapping wings and raucous caws. The entire storm of crows swooped down with fury, and the beast’s silvery-blue head disappeared in a black swarm of gouging beaks and tearing talons.


Panting and dizzy from his blackout, Sorin struggled to make sense of it. The Bishop had returned with a dozen men, most armed with small hunting bows. She bolstered them with her voice, keeping them steady, needing to end the threat in any way possible.


“Aim true! Don’t hit Relnyn!” she shouted. The priests-become-archers volleyed a series of arrows into the dragon as it snapped and spit flame at the birds. A few of the arrows found their mark. Crazed with pain, the dragon fixated on Thomas as the old man struggled to his feet.


Even with the chaos of the crows, the Giant pulled himself to his feet and with a burst of fury charged to intercept Thomas’s assured death. He maintained his target through the winged maelstrom and hit the dragon across its head with a double-fisted swing of the long staff, sending the beast reeling and dazed. It rebounded quickly and drew breath to kill its foes, but the Giant moved with speed borne of desperation and finality and drove his staff directly into the dragon’s opening maw, deep into its throat.


Using the dragon’s own jaw for leverage, he violently leaned in on the end of his staff, the muscles of his body bunched. With a massive grunt, the staff whipped downward hard. The wet crack of jawbones breaking echoed around the courtyard and blood burst around the staff as the dragon’s neck arteries stretched and exploded. The dragon went limp; its gurgling body slumped dead to the torn turf, its muscles convulsing.


The blood-splashed Giant pulled his staff free with a heave of his shoulders and went to the dazed Thomas. The old man grabbed onto the Giant’s offered forearm and hauled himself shakily to his feet, his sword still gripped with an iron fist. Thomas looked from the dragon back to where his charge stood. Sorin stared back.


And the cawing of retreating crows was the only sound until even that faded in the distance.


* * * * *


“Who are you?” Bishop Margarite Theron asked simply.


The sun had long since vanished into the horizon and the song of crickets entered the Bishop’s main audience chamber through a series of tall open windows that surrounded the periphery of the circular room. Sorin and Thomas sat in two softly padded chairs, the silence palpable. The old man had been quiet since the attack, ignoring requests by A’lum healers to be checked of injuries, lost within himself and unwilling to share what he was thinking even when Sorin prodded him.


Six faintly glowing orbs were suspended around the room in even intervals high up in the concave of the ceiling, their light chasing away the darkness. The Bishop had sent the two men to her tower before inspecting the damage done to her beloved monastery. The room was warm with a multitude of colorful, historic tapestries, giving the space a welcoming appeal. Several full bookcases adorned the rounded wall behind the bishop’s desk, and two windows stood open to freshen the room’s stagnant summer air. It was a simple room, full of reminders of the past and open to the possibilities of the future.


The Bishop sat behind a large desk, reeking of work, sweat, and death. She was a stoic and unflinching older woman with a sharp gaze and earnest tongue. The circlet of authority once upon her brow had been unwoven from her hair and removed.


“My name is Geort from northern Bervale. The boy at my side is my charge.”


Bishop Theron tapped a finger on her desk. “Your garb is of the forest. Yet you are very articulate for a woodlander.”


The old man nodded. Nothing more was said.


Bishop Theron turned her striking green eyes on the boy. “Is what he says true, young sir?”


Following the caution Thomas had begun, Sorin nodded. “My name is Collin, and I am from Bervale as well.”


The Bishop continued to tap out the sound of her displeasure, her gaze boring into Sorin. He looked back unflinchingly. Finally she leaned forward. “What was your interest in Brother Afram?”


“Was?” Thomas asked, frowning. “Where is he?”


“He is dead. Died in the battle today, but not by the dragon.”


The bottom of Sorin’s stomach fell. The anger that had supplanted mercy turned to woe. A part of Sorin wailed at having lost his chance to find answers. The jerich was still out there, lurking in the shadows, but Sorin did not care about it any more than he cared for a murderer. He wanted to know why his parents were dead and then enact retribution by any means necessary. Now his one link to that knowledge was gone.


“I see Brother Afram was important to you, Collin,” Bishop Theron said.


“Surely you don’t think we had anything to do with it?” Thomas asked.


“I know neither of you committed this atrocity. You were with me at the time, helping with the dragon, and your involvement during our separation was corroborated by others after I sent you here.” She paused. “Brother Afram was strangled to death by something thick and rough, like a rope as thick as a forearm. A priest found him inside our private sentuarie.”


“Who did this then?” Thomas asked rather brusquely.


“I will answer your question with another. What was your interest in him?”


“Our interest is our own, Bishop Theron,” Thomas replied. “It does not concern the church.”


“And yet here you sit, in my monastery, asking after one of my priests.” She eased her raised voice. “Right before the beast attacked, one of my other priests caught you spying on Brother Afram. If you were so desirous of him, and yet did not kill him, why would someone else be interested in him as well?”


Thomas evaded the truth by revealing enough to discredit a lie. “Your Brother Afram and other men who were with him attacked Collin and I in the forests outside of Thistledon—robbers out for our purses and possessions. We were fortunate to escape with our lives.”


“Surely the All Father blessed you. But why chase after such danger?”


“I don’t take too well to threats, so we came after them,” Thomas answered.


“I am told Brother Afram returned last night from a missionary trip through the Greensward.”


“He was not in the Greensward,” Thomas said. “He was east of here.”


“No one else was with him,” she countered, leaning back in her chair.


“We came upon the body of one of his friends, his throat slit. He wouldn’t have arrived with anyone.”


“And the rest of this party that ambushed you?”


A long pause filled the room. “I killed the other man when they ambushed us,” Thomas said flatly.


Bishop Theron looked at him crossly, her glare like arrows. “You are more than what you seem, sir.”


Sorin’s frustration rose. “Who is the man with the scar?” he said in a raised voice his lips were not accustomed to.


The woman’s sharp gaze pinned Sorin still. “Such angst from one so young.”


“It has been a harrowing experience for the boy in the last few days,” Thomas interrupted. “As you can imagine.”


“I don’t pretend to know every detail of what happens here at the monastery but I do know I have never left a stone unturned when it comes to those I lead. If there is one thing I have learned in this life, it is that a majority of people don’t murder without just cause.”


“How long had this priest been here at A’lum?” Sorin asked, emotions bridled.


“Since the spring,” the Bishop said. She thought a bit and her lips pursed. “He was caught. That’s why he was murdered. I’ve spoken to him several times and he was quiet, if distant. As for who is responsible for this crime in my own house, no one seems to know. I spoke with several priests and not one saw Afram during the tumult in the courtyard.”


The Bishop stood and went to the open window. “Madness in La Zandia. And now this affront in A’lum.” She stood tall, thin, and regal, and Sorin thought perhaps once she had been strikingly beautiful. “This is the window our Giant friend jumped from. An amazing feat. But at what cost, I wonder?” She turned from the window. “What do you know of the dragon? Don’t you find it convenient that a dragon arrived just as you and Brother Afram arrived?”


“That has been on my mind also, Bishop,” Thomas grimaced as he crossed his arms. “I doubt we will ever know the answer.”


“Come now, sir. Answers are like callers in the night, invisible until they are upon you. Have you no faith?”


The circles under the old man’s eyes darkened. “Dragons are not that unusual in the high country east of Thistledon, Bishop Theron. But what is unusual is the vitality of the beast that now lies dead below—it was virile, in the prime of its adulthood. Dragons are communal, and only those sick, infirm, or wounded are seen alone and far from their brethren.”


“But this one was none of those things, was it?”


“No,” Thomas said. “It wasn’t.”


The Bishop left the window and circled the edge of the room behind them. She padded softly to their left and studied a beautifully intricate sword that hung from the wall and glistened with polished care. “Where are you headed?” the old woman whispered.


“Aris Shae. I have a friend there I have not seen in many years,” the old man said. “It is where the boy and I were headed before this mess found us.”


The Bishop had turned to stone. “Who is Collin to you?”


“His parents were murdered weeks ago. I took him on until he comes of age.”


“That explains the anger in this one.” She looked at Sorin. “I’m sorry for your loss. I’m sure the All Father watches over them in the Beyond.”


Sorin barely heard her. The sword on the wall drew him. Before he knew what he was doing, he was standing before it, lost to its curves and edges. There was resonating familiarity that tickled the back of his memory.


It was a long rapier, with elegant lines and a gleaming steal blade. It had a swept guard made of silver, and the tang was carefully wrapped in fine gold filigree possessing an inner fire the sword’s maker had folded into it. The pommel was a solid silver ball engraved with the swirling artistry that highlighted the guard. The light weapon was not the typical choice of the modern day, lost to a different era. He lightly traced the workmanship out of admiration, respect, and curiosity.


And then he knew. The rapier was fashioned in a style his father had taught him.


“Beautiful, isn’t it?” she said. “No matter the woe in the world, this sword constantly reminds me there is beauty in it as well.


“Who made this sword?” Sorin asked. His green eyes never left the weapon.


The sword was fashioned by the Order of Blacksmiths at Aris Shae, in the style of my coastal home’s culture. When a Bishop takes the initial oaths and vows of service to Godwyn Keep, a sword is presented from the Order, legitimizing their new position as guardians of the faith. It was the only object I was allowed to bring with me on my journey from the Keep when I began my post here two decades ago.”


“Do you know who was commissioned for its creation?”


She frowned. “I’m sorry but no. I never met the man.” The Blacksmiths are difficult to separate from their art, I am afraid.” Bishop Theron returned to her desk, looking at Thomas. “There is no lie in your words. I can sense that. But there is more between the words that you hide. There is also more to you, Collin.”


Thomas had withdrawn deeper into himself. “I would never endanger you or your fold, Bishop.”


Sorin remained quiet, uncertain of what to say.


“May the All Father lend speed to your journey then. I have no reason to keep you from your friend in Aris Shae. Stay tonight and rest. Leave and take what provisions you need on the morrow. For your bravery, you deserve at least that much. It has been a sad but remarkable day.”


Thomas stood and opened the door to make his way down the stairs. Sorin followed, the woman’s stare hot on his back as he went through the entryway.


But before the door closed, he heard her say quietly, “Quite a remarkable day indeed.”






 


 


 


 


Chapter 9


 


The world rocked and swayed and then became jarringly still again.

Pontifex Dendreth Charl stepped onto the stone pier jutting into the Bay of Reverence and the solid world fastened about his boots after his one-day journey on the Sea Star. Traveling by sea always left him unsteady, the constant rocking and rolling motion eliminating the balance he enjoyed on land. A part of him rejoiced at the ocean—the smell of salty life, the snap of canvas sails as they captured a breeze, and the cooling spray caught by warmed brows—but there was always the void of the black depths yearning to swallow him and of being at the mercy of strange men who possessed the skill and ability to leave him wherever or whenever they chose.

The Pontifex shielded his eyes from the early afternoon sun and looked upon Westor’s capital city of Andeline as it rose before him. He was not an adventurous man, preferring a library’s seclusion or exercising diplomacy. However, the sight of the Feyr capital was breathtaking and made Dendreth pause in spite of his misgivings. The city center, the royal palace of Courth, was a shining jewel built on a high-sweeping hill at the apex of the aqua half-moon of the bay. The world had so much to offer and yet nothing his position at Godwyn Keep would ever allow him to fully explore.

“How long will you be ashore, Your Grace?” a deep voice said behind him.

Dendreth smoothed his white cloak, keeping the cowl drawn close over his head even though the weather was sticky warm, and turned back to the docked ship.

A man near his thirtieth winter with sea-green eyes, curly dark brown hair, and a short beard came to the raised prow of the ship. His movements were strong and sure beneath his uniform of a crimson vest, billowing white shirt, and pants tucked into shiny black leather boots. Three gold diagonal bars were pinned to his vest, marking the man a Captain of the Godwyn Keep fleet. In recent years, if Dendreth had to travel he went upon the Sea Star, mostly due to the warm commanding officer at her helm.

“I might be several days, Captain Moris. Stay moored here. If I need more time, you will be notified.” Dendreth paused, looking inland. “And look after your men—we mustn’t have any of them entering the island uninvited, breaking the cultural harmony the Accord provides for.”

“Cultural harmony, huh?” The Captain smiled, white teeth blazing from a tanned, rugged face. “The weather looks like it will hold, so there should be no need to leave. And not one of my men will chase the Feyr women, sir. My word on it.” The man winked. “As for me…”

A small grin tugged at the corners of Dendreth’s mouth. He watched as the sailors of the Sea Star tied off the sails on the three masts, a white flag of peaceful intentions still flapping in the breeze. “Your father would not approve, Moris.”

“My father won’t disapprove of what he doesn’t know, will he?” The Captain grew sober. “I’ll exhaust them with ship and sail repairs. They won’t break the Accord. I’ll await your instructions, Your Grace.”

Dendreth nodded in approval and turned up the pier. He enjoyed Moris’s infectious humor. Being the First Warden’s son and meeting all the difficult demands a hard father had was not an easy thing to do, but the Pontifex thought the Captain dealt with it well.

The day was beautiful, the sky an azure dome sprinkled with lofty white clouds, but the Pontifex pushed his appreciation aside. He had more pressing matters to attend to. After meeting with the High King, the Pontifex knew learning the truth behind the events transpiring in La Zandia and Blackrhein Reach would be difficult. He had seen all manner of machinations emerge during his tenure, most of their seeds sown in secret. In this situation, there were several seeds the Pontifex would rather not see grow.

Dendreth kept his cowl pulled close. He was tall enough to pass for Feyr, but he lacked the high cheekbones, narrow chin, arched eyebrows, and gimlet eyes of the race. Attention would be harmful to his quest; the Feyr nation was reclusive, having withdrawn from the Kingdom to the island of Westor millennia earlier after the genocidal devastation of their people. The populace as a whole was not eager to entertain strangers of any kind—not anymore with the Accord. Suspicion was a constant shadow in the Feyr mind that often whispered ill advice.

Already mapping his route from the empty wharf, through the manicured city, and into Andeline Courth, Dendreth was entering the first street when a familiar figure stepped from the shadows to block the Pontifex’s path.

Dendreth stopped. It was a Feyr, dressed finely in gray pants, white tunic, and a blue-dyed leather belt. A lock of his long white hair was dyed a deep purple at his temple, denoting his parentage of the House of Norraine. He was unadorned except for a long rapier belted at his waist that glinted in the afternoon sun.

“You denied Godwyn Keep’s flag from gracing the breeze this time, Pontifex,” the Feyr said in a lilted accent. “Was that wise?”

“I come not under the affiliation of Godwyn Keep.” Dendreth paused. “Anonymity is important for my visit, Sion le Chey, but it seems I have not escaped the notice of Westor’s Guardian. Nor that of the King?”

“I was informed of your ship before your eyes fell on our shores,” Sion said, flashing lavender eyes above jagged cheekbones. “King Belinorn is also aware of your presence, Dendreth Charl. He is not pleased.”

“I desired to keep my presence invisible from others in the Kingdom,” Dendreth said. “And yet it is for the King I have now come, but it is you who has welcomed me—you have the authority to allow or deny me.”

 “I thought it pertinent to show the proper respect to a man who has always presented the utmost care for our nation’s well-being.” The Guardian shrugged. “And I do have the authority to help or hinder you. I’m just not happy with being placed between a rocky reef and the pounding surf, Dendreth. If I had not recognized the ship as the Sea Star, you would have been met with my Guard rather than only their leader. By rights of the Accord, I should turn you away.”

Dendreth frowned. “King Belinorn must acquiesce to the law that initially tied our peoples together—and continues to do so, Sion. To remove it now would only destabilize the world more. I have no wish to return to the High King to deliver news of inhospitality from our neighbors.” Dendreth softened. “I must speak with the King, in private. It is a matter of urgency with an import for both the Kingdom and the Island of Westor.”

The Feyr’s eyebrows arched briefly, his skin as pallid as milk. “Very well. I can’t say I didn’t warn you. Welcome to the summer shores of Westor, Pontifex Charl.”

* * * * *

With the Guardian sitting across from him as stoic as stone, Dendreth stared through the concealment of his carriage as the horses pulled them through Andeline’s streets. The wharf had been essentially empty, all trade ceased with the passing of the Accord. With a new conservative leadership crowned with King Belinorn, all trade rights had been withdrawn from the Kingdom. The main ports had been closed, almost all ties with the world of man severed.

The nation had been moving toward total seclusion for centuries and with the new government had finally done so. Originally the Feyr had moved to the island to remove their involvement from a world that had nearly destroyed them. But the need for seclusion had grown over time, and it had finally come to fruition under King Belinorn’s new rule.

Dendreth interrupted the lulling cadence of the horse’s hooves on the stone street. “How has the populace taken to its new position in the world?”

“The merchant princes have voiced their ire to the King but to no avail,” Sion replied. “Those who make their wealth through the outside world are negatively impacted. Aside from those few, the nation is relieved. Bad terms have usually followed interactions with the Feyr and the Kingdom.”

“The last time I was here, I remember Belinorn being somewhat out of favor with his father, King Andaron.”

“It matters not, really. King Andaron had a century-long reign, but he improved the island very little. He was lenient, keeping the wealthy happy, but he was unwilling to address the larger dilemmas facing Westor. Many felt it important a strong king replace him. Many in rural towns notice no difference.”

“Isolationism has never been an answer, Sion,” Dendreth said. “We share the world and its hardships. Westor should reap that benefit of its neighbors.”

“After all these centuries, Pontifex, Feyr do not trust Men—no more than Men trust Feyr in the Kingdom.”

“The feyr’im serve their seven years with honor and distinction,” Dendreth replied. “They are shown respect by all.”

“And what of those Feyr derelict and lost in the streets of your largest cities, pilfering others, most under the haze of some drug or other?” Sion answered. “Hated by even the kindest of your Kingdom’s people for merely being of a different race.”

Sion had a point. The feyr’im had been revered since their oath to serve Godwyn Keep after its initial foundation. But when he visited any number of other cities in the west provinces, the Feyr were shunned and mistreated, often resorting to crime to survive. It perpetuated an unending circle of fear and distrust, one not easily ended.

The carriage rolled over a bump and jostled the occupants inside. Dendreth looked out the window. The city looked ravaged by disease. The buildings were aged and crammed together, their stone masonry chipping and worn. No trees or flora of any kind graced the public. Children played in the streets, unaware of their dirty faces and dirtier rags of clothing. Feyr stared at the carriage as it rolled past, their faces etched with sadness so deep it could never be smoothed out. It was difficult to meet the gazes of those who looked in at Dendreth’s face, past the ornately covered carriage he rode in and his affluent appearance.

“What has happened, Sion?” He stared aghast at the poor, the sick, and the helpless. “Plague? Famine? These people…”

“Are who the centuries have made them, Dendreth Charl,” finished the Guardian.

“The Accord has—”

“No, this is what the Accord is trying to fix,” Sion said. 

A little boy ran alongside the carriage, giggling at the sight, his hair mussed and greasy about his pointed ears. He eventually faded, another face lost to Dendreth.

“You brought me here with a purpose.”

Sion pushed his corn-silk hair behind his pointed ears, his eyes unyielding in intensity. “It was important you see what you face today. It is not just King Belinorn. More than two-thirds of the city is as you see it now. We were a race decimated, Pontifex, and although we have slowly risen from the ashes those very same ashes dirty us still.”

“But why harbor this secret from the Kingdom—from the Keep?” Dendreth was perplexed. “Aid is easy to offer to an ally.”

“It is not for me to say,” Sion said. “I am no king. And if word reaches King Belinorn I have brought you here, it could mean the end of my career as Guardian—the end of my life, perhaps.”

“How did this come to be?” Dendreth shook his head in shame. “And why are you telling me now?”

“Our forefathers were destroyed by the hands of Man and Ashnyll, no matter who was guiding them. That remains in every Feyr’s consciousness almost like it has imbedded itself into our very seed. My people have been poor for so long that something had to be done. Suicide rates are high; crime is higher. The youth want to leave because there must be something better, beyond the sea. The King believes in the Accord, even if some of the wisest on the Assembly have argued against it. Time will tell.”

“Desperation can be a powerful motivator, Sion. Of that there is no doubt. But it may imprison your people further before it releases you.”

“I’m not going to dissuade you from going to Courth,” Sion said, closing the carriage’s window. “It is certainly not my place to tell Godwyn Keep its own business. But King Belinorn is not likely to entertain any words you have brought. He is stubborn, as strongly stubborn as his father was humble, and he now deems the outside world part of the problem.”

The apprehension in Sion’s voice was clear. King Belinorn was a hard man, certain in his opinions. The Pontifex had met him only once, but that meeting had left an impression. The new king was arrogant without ability, intelligent but without wisdom. Although Belinorn was in a unique position to shape the future, he would never be the type of leader who assessed varied council before making a decision. Yet now the Pontifex had to make a request of a king he did not respect, one who might hold the key to answers the High King needed.

The Pontifex sighed, thinking about what had put him in this position. The Godwyn Keep libraries had yielded nothing new about the Hammer of Aerom over a week of searching. There were hundreds of aged volumes encompassing the War of the Kingdom, the birth of the Godwyn faith, and the philosophical and religious debates of that era and thereafter, but the Pontifex had found nothing factual about the Hammer itself. Pontifex Tal might have been right—the only power the Hammer held could be symbolic. But wound an artifact blessed with Aerom’s blood possess some kind of metaphysical attributes? The Codex held many stories of the All Father’s wondrous emanations on the world. Why would anyone want to steal the Hammer, unless to gain a momentous advantage? Or perhaps its theft prevented the Kingdom from using it to some end. These were the questions Dendreth brought with him across the ocean, and he prayed Westor’s Memoria held their answers.

The Circle, the outermost wall of Andeline Courth, grew large as the carriage approached it, the defensive curtain protecting the royal city beyond. It had been built immediately upon the Feyr arrival on the island, and its white granite was the same stone Godwyn Keep was built with. The city around it had grown out of necessity through the ages. The Feyr took great pride in their palace city, all the more poignant in their poverty.

“The royal city appears well cared for,” Dendreth said.

“As it always has been, Pontifex,” Sion said, a sad note in his voice. “It gives us hope for the future.”

At Courth’s center, the Spire of Memory rose high into the air like an argent finger pointing to the heavens, above the smaller towers of gleaming white granite, inter-connecting walkways and arches, cascading fountains, and parks. It was the culmination of beauty on the island, its architectural qualities only overshadowed by its defiance to their past. Now it was a rebuff to those who would ever dare approach.

Unbidden, images of the city’s disenfranchised came to Dendreth. He wondered if the poor looked upon the Spire of Memory with hope for a better future, or the opulence they would never achieve.

The carriage moved smoothly onward, the poor lost, but not forgotten, behind it.

* * * * *

The Pontifex sat alone in a large waiting room unlike the palace outside—devoid of windows, decoration, or hospitality—a bit of gloomy darkness in an already poorly-illuminated setting. Behind one of two doors, the Assembly of Westor convened in their private audience chamber, contemplating whether to grant Dendreth their attention.

With the last rays of the sun falling on Westor, Sion had chosen several rarely used passages to keep the Pontifex’s visit as secret as possible. Dendreth thought they had succeeded in not alarming the public a foreigner walked among them. The Guardian had then left to speak to the King and his advisors.

Dendreth knew the game they were playing. The longer he had to wait in the dark closely quartered room, the more unsettled he would be. He did not feel constricted, merely unnerved—not from the room but from the inane mental games being played. He knew it for what it was—an attempt to soften his resolve, to place him in the position of being alone and vulnerable while they were many and powerful.

What they did not realize was Dendreth brought the needs of an entire kingdom with him.

The glossy oak door opened silently, the first signs of life in a long time, and Sion emerged to motion Dendreth to join them. He grabbed his white cloak from where it hung and walked through the door.

The Assembly room was lit by a number of candles, their faint yellow glow giving the chiseled Feyr faces a falsely warm aura. The King and his advisors sat at a table in the shape of a half oval, leaving the Pontifex two softly padded chairs across from them free. Although the room was private, it still maintained the look of the palace. Scrollwork on the stone depicted climbing ivy and flowering vines, all carved in relief. Small trees with bright green leaves grew in pots, softening the corners of the room. More hanging plants cascaded from fixtures sculpted into the wall, splashing color against the white walls. No sharp corners existed. The gurgling song of running water played in the background, its source indiscernible. The Assembly’s room was beautiful, meant to awe its visitors as much as the waiting room was to degrade them.

Five males and two females waited in high-backed, rune-covered chairs with rounded tops, their faces etched in varying degrees of curiosity and contempt. King Belinorn sat at the center, an immutable presence.

“Please sit, Pontifex Charl,” the ancient Historian Lorien Silas said while offering a wrinkled, spotted hand. He sat to the far right of the king. “No need to keep you waiting any longer.”

Dendreth inclined his head respectfully to the Historian and bowed to King Belinorn. “Greetings, Your Highness. You look to be in good health.”

King Belinorn, a stocky Feyr with eyes as dark as obsidian, leaned forward in his seat. “What do we owe this visit from Godwyn Keep, Pontifex Charl?”

The King was courteous as etiquette required, but gravelly anger resonated between the words. Dendreth decided directness despite the risk of rejection. “I request access to your Histories for research purposes, your Highness.”

“And do the Godwyn Keep libraries not contain that which you need, Pontifex?” the King questioned. “I understand the wealth of information at Godwyn Keep is the greatest gathering of knowledge in the history of the world, a rival for even the vaunted Athenaeum at Alabron before the War.”

“The Feyr saved much of that archival library on their exodus to Westor, Your Highness. Memoria may hold the answers I need whereas the libraries at Godwyn Keep do not.”

“What is it you seek?” King Belinorn inquired.

“I’m not entirely sure.” The lie withered on Dendreth’s tongue, its potency lost.

“The Guardian of Westor mentioned your coming here might have import for my people.”

“I would rather not speculate until I have all the facts, your Highness.”

King Belinorn folded his thick fingers before him, his eyes fiery. “You do know you have broken the Accord placed on the Island of Westor?” The Feyr’s emotions were as tangible as flame.

“All due respect, Your Highness,” Dendreth said with steely resolve. “It was not an Accord signed by other nations in the Kingdom. Nor by Godwyn Keep.”

“And that respect you throw around so callously did not factor into what the people of Westor may wish, is that right?” Anger radiated from the King. “What I may wish?”

“I am not here to debate with the Feyr their political design or how they choose to orchestrate their nation.” Dendreth looked pointedly at King Belinorn. “I am here to—”

 “Sailing to my docks uninvited could have ended your trip quite quickly,” the King cut him off, his voice raised. “It might be viewed by some as an act of war.”

“And you would be so quick to doom the feyr’im to hostages then?”

Tension filled the room. It was something the king had not thought of, a hole in his attack the Pontifex took advantage of. Dendreth’s chances slipped away.

“I put very little stock in Godwyn Keep, Pontifex Charl, and in your faith,” the king began, anger rigid along his jaw. “Tradition is a means of control, nothing more. Godwyn Keep drains our resources by retaining the services of good, strong Feyr to serve as payment for a debt all but paid ages ago. I can question the history of our people’s interaction because I alone am king. I have taken a new path, different from Godwyn Keep and the Kingdom, and we will one day restore our kingdom to its former glory without aid from god or Man.”

“The All Father saved your race through the death of His own son,” Dendreth said.

“And yet He is not our god,” King Belinorn countered. “Your presence here disturbs all we are trying to accomplish. I am aware of the track your carriage took today, Pontifex. Don’t think me a fool.”

“The Kingdom desires to aid—”

“Aid?” King Belinorn roared. “The Kingdom’s influence is the rot within my people.”

The conversation had entered a subject wholly different from the one Dendreth intended. Before he could speak to try and salvage his original request, an older female sitting to the king’s immediate left with golden hair finely spun into a thick bun held her hand up for silence. “The Feyr grieve for Pontiff Garethe. Does your request have anything to do with that unfortunate set of events?” she asked.

Finding calm in the storm around him, Dendreth nodded. “Indirectly, yes, it does, Mistress Gwenllion.”

“Surely you do not think Westor played a part in that,” the King said brusquely, his ire losing its focus from his advisor’s interruption.

King Belinorn was a greater fool than the old Pontifex had originally surmised. “Not at all, Your Highness. The information I seek does revolve around the attack on the Pontiff, but as I said this is the last place I may find what I need.” Dendreth paused. “Breaking your Accord was not my intention. I am here under the secret behest of High King Nialls Chagne. That’s why I sailed without a Godwyn flag—to maintain anonymity.”

Silence oppressed the room. Dendreth had nothing more to say. Some of the king’s advisors were favoring the Pontifex’s circumstance. The Feyr Assembly was still hesitant about King Belinorn in many ways—at least for the moment—and that may have given Dendreth the advantage he needed.

Lorien Silas cleared his throat. He was ancient, older than the rest of his companions, but his emerald eyes were clear and sharp. “There are those here in this Assembly who want the best for all, Dendreth, and although there has been some division on the proper path to tread we are unified as a whole. I have lived a long time and woe engulfs the Feyr more every year. It is time for a change, and it’s a change we must begin and finish on our own. It may not happen during King Belinorn’s reign, but the attempt must occur regardless. Surely you appreciate this.”

Dendreth nodded. “I admire your drive to improve your citizens’ lives, sir.”

King Belinorn straightened in his seat, the thin gold circlet on his head reflecting the flickering flame of the candles. “Before you stepped into this room, my advisors and I spoke at length about your arrival. After hearing your request, I have decided to grant you clemency for nine days. During your stay you will be guarded, and you will keep to lesser-traveled sections of the palace and library, fully covered by cloak and cowl. The work will transpire in a windowless reading room; an assistant shall bring you the materials you request. Meals will be brought to you. And once you leave, you must respect our plight and what we plan—taking the Accord with you to your High King. Will you give your assent to that as a Pontifex of Godwyn Keep?”

Dendreth stood and bowed to the Assembly members. “I do. Thank you, Your Highness. If at all possible, I will need the assistance of your Historian. He will greatly speed the process and relieve you of me that much quicker.”

The king looked over at his eldest advisor. Lorien nodded.

“Then it’s settled. Lorien Silas will assist you. And remember—if you try to deviate from the intentions you have spoken here tonight and the rules laid down before you, there will be dire consequences.”

Dendreth bowed again and turned to leave the chamber with Sion. He did not look back.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 10


 


“Yield, Pontifex.”


The wooden sword was a finger’s width from his ear, but Pontifex Erol Tal refused to believe himself defeated. Sweat trickled down his face and neck, but he barely noticed it. He never took his eye off of his opponent, measuring the space between them, their stances, even the rhythm of his foe’s breathing. He desired to swat the offending sword away and renew his attack on the High Captain of Godwyn Keep, his indecision melting as he regained his breath.


The sword he gripped remained rigid along that of the Captain’s crossguard where it had fallen moments before. He was overmatched in this position, but the need to win blinded Erol to the reality that he was bested.


“You nearly recovered after your last thrust, Pontifex,” the Captain drawled, breathing lightly, his guard rigid. “You overextended your initial attack, and that’s what has left you in this predicament.”


The late-afternoon heat had beaten down on the pair as they worked on their swordplay at the fringes of the Courtyard’s western wall, but now the evening sun had dropped behind Godwyn Keep’s massive barrier. The area was entirely flat, used as the training ground for wards and feyr’im. The yard was in constant use—more than ever since the attack on the Keep—and Rook spent much of his waking time overseeing the exercises he and his commanders thought necessary to defend their home.


Erol enjoyed partaking in the Courtyard drills; it was necessary to enter the world of those who protected Godwyn Keep. Every week since he had come to the Keep he had challenged the wards, the feyr’im, and even the High Captain if he was available. It had taken the men a while to grow accustomed to engage such a high-ranking member of the Keep, but their reservations had quickly changed when Erol had given them no quarter. The activity kept his middle-aged muscles loose and the pulse of youth in his veins, and he received training that might one day save his life.


Of course, he did it for other, ulterior reasons as well.

“I thought being quick would end the challenge faster than our last bout, Captain.” The pounding of blood in his ears from his exertions subsided gradually.


High Captain Rook grinned, his face flushed red and glossy with a sheen of sweat. His sword point remained at Erol’s throat. “That’s the problem. You think too much. Do you yield?”


“We’ve been doing this for a decade, Rook. Why would I ever give you the pleasure of…”


With a ferocious snarl completing his comment, Erol lashed out like a viper at the sword near his face. At the same time, he ducked away from his foe’s sword as it swept the air anew, hoping his decision would leave him unscathed and able to continue the fight.


The High Captain was caught unaware but pressed forward with his attack. The air of Rook’s passing blade fluttered Erol’s eyelashes before he was beyond danger, balanced again for another attack.


None came as Rook stared hard at him, unmoving. “Of course, Pontifex, you never would have had the time to have a conversation with the man who had beaten you. Do not put yourself in that situation.”


“You think I cheated?”


“No, not at all, Pontifex. I think you took advantage of the situation. But recognize the scenario that just played out is not one you would ever encounter on the battlefield. One does not have conversations with one’s adversaries.”


In all the practice melees they had been a part of, Erol had only bested Rook twice, a number the Pontifex was not proud of, yet higher than anyone else could boast. Returning to a battle crouch, Erol was prepared for another chance at revenge, welcoming the High Captain with a ready sword and a stony grin. “Again, Captain. The day wears on.”


High Captain Rook was about to engage his opponent anew when commotion near the Courtyard’s entrance interrupted them. A young page nearing his twelfth winter sprinted across the training area, dodging groups of men in varying semblances of individual war to finally stand before Erol and Rook. The boy wore clothes a bit too small, his arms and legs longer than the clothing, and a smattering of summer freckles littered his face under a mop of blonde hair.


He was breathing hard from the run, but his hazel eyes settled fast on the Pontifex. “A Bishop from La Zandia has arrived and requests your presence, Your Grace.”


Erol lowered his sword, the training lesson forgotten. “Has our guest been taken to my private chamber, Jimi?”


The boy nodded. “He said he wanted to speak to you before any refreshment.”


“Another time, Rook,” Erol said, handing the wooden sword hilt first back to his sparring partner. He strode toward the entrance to Godwyn Keep, Jimi a step behind.


News from La Zandia had been infrequent and difficult to come by. The routes were constricting and no one was allowed to enter. Some of the province’s people patrolled the countryside in large groups, keeping the unwanted out. Such organized groups had organized quickly with word of a central figure raising rebellion. Godwyn had been removed forcibly. The spies who remained reported the oldest bloodline of La Zandia was at the heart of it, wanting the throne back. Others claimed dark magic from a pagan influence.


Erol knew both to be true.


The Pontifex and boy moved quickly up a staircase into the higher reaches of the Keep where Pontifex Tal kept his study and private chambers. Jim followed, and Erol looked down at him. “Are you still venturing out of doors at night to stargaze rather than attend to your studies, Jimi?”


“Yes sir. Well, no sir. I keep up on my studies as Bishop Lillian bids me. But I do still look at the stars late at night when I am stuck on the Feyr language or can’t sleep.”


“Rather than venture outside, you could climb the Isle Tower instead. Stargaze in safety.”


“I prefer the night noises of the forest, Your Grace. It’s a type of music, you see. All sorts of animals and insects join into a chorus, and the night is almost as alive as the day.” The boy shrugged. “It’s just different.”


“It may still be dangerous to go out,” Erol said.


“I know, Your Grace.”


“You be careful then,” Erol requested. “Although I don’t think an attack will happen again, caution is still the best protective measure we have here at the Keep.” The Pontifex quickened his pace. “Now run along. Give my best to Bishop Lillian.”


Jimi sprinted off down another corridor and was lost from sight. The boy reminded Erol so much of himself when he was younger: carefree, orphaned, and adventurous. Like so many brought to the Godwyn faith, Erol had entered an orphanage after his parents died. Lost to the streets of Dockside, he was caught for thievery and transferred into Godwyn’s care. Thoughts of his youth rarely surfaced—the uncertainty of meals, the lack of security from the city’s nefarious underground populace, fear and sadness his only companions—but he did remember the warmth of his parents’ love and the promise of a life far different than the one he now led.


Climbing the last few steps of the staircase, Erol arrived at his private chambers in the Isle Tower, the sweat from his afternoon travails cooling his skin. Foregoing any attempt to refresh himself, he walked directly to his study where a young man in muddied travel garb stood looking out the window.


“Your Grace,” the man said, turning to bow. “It is well to see you.” Spots of damp earth soiled the beautiful, Pinuvian carpets at the Bishop’s feet. 


“You couldn’t clean your boots properly before entering my rooms, Bishop Arvus?”


The bishop barely looked at the floor, his gaze focused on the Pontifex. “A summer storm while I traveled. Time to clean up is not a luxury I have.” A short reddish beard clung to the man’s face while urgency flashed in his blue eyes. “I thank you for returning promptly. We have pressing matters to discuss. La Zandia has fallen.”


Pontifex Tal sat in the massive leather chair behind his oak desk as the first colors of the evening’s sunset entered through his window, watching the slow arc of the sun. What do you mean by ‘fallen’?”


“Godwyn Keep no longer holds authority there,” Bishop Arvus said. “Soon the Kingdom will not either.”


“Go on.”


“For centuries the local magistrates have ensured the laws the High King are followed with a modicum of peace,” the Bishop continued. “Much of the populace in the last month has revolted, however, and the magistrates have either been killed or forced to flee their own homes. The same with Godwyn Keep’s missionaries—leave or be killed.”


“Many uprisings in history are led by a single man or a very small group of like-minded individuals,” the Pontifex said as he delicately grasped a crystal decanter and poured its contents. The aroma of fermented red grapes filled the room as it splashed into the cup. “Who leads this one?”


“He titles himself the Marcher Lord. He’s passionate, well-spoken, and preys on the civil unrest of the people. Every town he enters is altered and made his by the time he moves on to the next one.”


“How does he do this, Bishop?” Erol inquired. “La Zandia’s Pontifex Reu will need to know when she returns from Skykomish in a few days.”


“Much of the populace desires the old ways, the rituals of land and hearth and blood, and this Marcher Lord uses that to his advantage.”


“Do you know who this figurehead is?”


“Segnore Laver Herid,” the Bishop said sternly.


The Pontifex sipped his wine, letting the juice flow over his tongue and down the back of his throat. He knew most of this already. Through economic distress, the pagan minority had once again become the majority. It would take great force from the High King to quell an all-out uprising. The Kingdom could not afford the disheartened pandemic to Vaarland and Midstark, and undoubtedly the High King would send his First Warden to set things right. But it would take Godwyn priests to suppress the pagan heretics and bring order to the spiritually maladjusted once the Kingdom reasserted itself.


“Godwyn Keep and the Council must act fast if we are to ensure religious hold on the area, Pontifex Tal.”


“Why must people be protected from themselves?” Erol feigned his most taxed and earnest demeanor. He took another sip of wine, the rays of the sun bronzing his face. The lines around his mouth deepened. “The High King requested Pontifex Charl’s presence a week ago, and he has gone to attend to the king’s wishes. As I said, Pontifex Reu is absent as well. Our Council is not wholly here to dispense resources.”


“I tell you now, Pontifex. Godwyn Keep can ill afford slow action on this,” Arvus said.


Erol thought of Dendreth. Instincts bred from years of well-orchestrated scheming knew the High King was using the old Pontifex for some secret purpose. Dendreth had complied even in this dark time. But why, and for what?


“I do not command the Council, Bishop Arvus. Only the Pontiff may place an order on the magnitude you are suggesting.


“Then again, there is a role we can play in this,” Erol said finally. “The pagan influence in La Zandia has always been a problem. We want the pagan threat effectively converted. And perhaps this is the time for it.”


Bishop Arvus remained silent. The Pontifex turned back to his visitor and dropped the weariness from his voice. “Godwyn Keep must bolster its presence at the border of La Zandia. We shall not let the pagan disease spread beyond its origin.”


Despite his passion for action, a shadow of worry crossed Bishop Arvus’s face. “But as you said, Pontiff Garethe is the only person who can order that.”


“True,” the Pontifex said smoothly. Out the window, the sun continued its slow descent, the ocean now ablaze with yellows and oranges, the water dancing as though coming to a slow boil. “But the world has not stopped though our beloved Pontiff lies comatose. Godwyn Keep maintains its daily activities. We must evolve to counter the threats that enter the world, Pontiff or no Pontiff. We are compelled to take whatever means necessary to protect the All Father’s work abroad.


“How shall we go about that?” Arvus asked. “It is Pontifex Reu’s province.”


“Do not worry about circumventing the proper procedures during this difficult time. The wards in the border monasteries will be doubled to counter any form of witchcraeft. The pagan influence cannot be allowed to invade the Kingdom through their magic.”


“And what of the High King? He has assuredly sent his First Warden to secure the area. Is that not enough?”


Erol grabbed his inkwell and scribbled on a single sheet of parchment. “It isn’t. Once the High King has the province back under Kingdom control, we shall use the wards to protect our priests and redouble our faith’s missionary work there. Until then, we must suppress and prevent the pagan spread.”


“These are sad times in La Zandia,” Arvus said absently.


Erol nodded. He signed the document, giving it legitimacy. After folding it neatly, he sealed it with a lone hummed word of security that bound the pages together until received by its intended reader. He handed it to Arvus.


“I apologize for this, Bishop Arvus, but obtain the necessary supplies you need and leave immediately. Pontifex Reu would want this. The sooner we put these measures into effect, the quicker La Zandia will heal. The Marcher Lord must not only be stopped and made to answer for his crimes against the Kingdom, but he must be immobilized spiritually as well.”


Bishop Arvus nodded, but the man was not entirely willing to carry out the directive. He tucked the folded envelope into his pocket, bowed, and left the chamber.


Going against protocol bothered some. To the Pontifex, it was the only way to get certain things done correctly and immediately. Erol turned in his seat and again looked out his tower window. Splashes of color—lilac, burnt orange, and dusty blue—floated upon the length of the horizon, but the Pontifex was not focused on the last few moments of the sunset. He brought the goblet up once more, the aromatic flavor of the alcohol enticing the interplay of thoughts as the light of the day entered the ocean and was consumed by it.


Sometimes the world made it easy for Erol to get ahead. Sometimes it yearned for it.


* * * * *


Erol strode through the Courtyard, cloaked in song and midnight. The icy stars above cast their feeble light to illuminate his way, and the walls of Godwyn Keep glowed softly about him from the ephemeral light. It was deathly still, and no sound drew the Pontifex’s attention as he walked unerringly to the north gate that led to the darkened lush land beyond.


He kept the intricate, humming melody wrapped about him, the soncrist hiding him from curious eyes and alert guards. With the increased security, the wards and feyr’im would be doubly patrolling, and Erol did not want his stroll known. Once, long ago, even this attempt would have been impossible as the grotesque Ganite would have seen through the soncrist and notified the Pontiff. But when Pontiff Evelina had abdicated her post two decades hence, the stone behemoth's steadfast presence had disappeared after millennia of service. Without the Keep's Sentry, the ability to come and go invisibly was an advantage. Erol would be exhausted by the time he returned from his meeting, but it was essential for utmost secrecy.


He walked up the main stone pathway and passed through the gate, leaving the guards to continue their vigil against those who warranted it. Soon, the safety of Godwyn Keep diminished behind him.


Night noises, held at bay by the Keep’s walls, greeted the Pontifex, sounds as vibrant and varied as those of the day. Godwyn Keep sat on the pinnacle of a large peninsula that jutted into the ocean along the west coast of the Kingdom. The last meeting between the Fatherhead and his Scholars had taken place at the exact location the Keep now stood, symbolizing a brotherhood brought together by common principles and the All Father. Much of the land’s Tanglewood forest had been cleared to give the Keep’s defenses time to react to any threat while waving wheat had been planted as a food source. The peninsula had been tamed, but only barely.


Erol needed his soncrist until he reached the tree line, where his course would deviate into the depths of the Tanglewood. With the moon absent, Erol let the song wither on his lips as the thick foliage of the trees embraced him. The darkness created by the tall thick-leafed canopy of alder and fir trees would conceal him nearly as well as his song.


Departing from the road, the Pontifex made his way through the underbrush, wrapping his cloak tightly around him. The evening was still humid, the heat of the day cloying in the underbrush, but the figure Erol was meeting always left him coldly unnerved regardless. But the meetings were necessary and timing was everything in games of politics. A combination of planning, bribes, and sincerity of half-truths had accelerated Erol’s rise through Godwyn Keep. He had taken his first bite of rotten apple when he had answered the summons of the spy, but once placed upon the path to more power, one never got off until its end was reached, no matter the cost. To do so meant failure.


But sometimes a calculated risk was necessary to get what one wanted.


Having traversed several rolling hills, Erol came to a grassy clearing and hid on its outskirts. He waited, and time passed. An owl hooted in the distance, and crickets buzzed their contentment to one another. Occasionally a rush of movement along the ground under various bushes and scrub brush alerted Erol life was all around him, but he ignored it. There were more important things to watch for. 


After the stars had shifted in their heavens, a deep cough rumbled throughout the forest from somewhere nearby, so resonant it trembled Erol’s chest. The night went still, its breath held for whatever had entered Tanglewood. Erol had no idea what caused it, but he knew it had to be something large, something he had not seen before in the forest.


From across the clearing a figure suddenly materialized, draped in black cloth, a cowl pulled up over its head to mostly conceal its appearance. Fear crept into Erol’s belly, unwanted. He was like the mouse primed to scurry in escape from the hawk’s striking talons.


Stepping from his place of concealment, Erol crossed the meadow to stand scant kingsyards from the clearing’s other occupant.


“It has begun,” the figure whispered. The voice was dark and laced with a confident power Erol could not fathom.


Erol fought to keep his voice even. “The Marcher Lord is building an army large enough to oppose any threat. In time, with Herid’s passion swelling his ranks, it will grow to challenge the Kingdom itself.”


The cowled man did not respond, oozing silence. He then shifted his face to the light of the stars, and for the first time the curious Pontifex was drawn to look. Within its depths, a finely chiseled face glowed pallid, human, with distinct cheekbones, a square-cut jaw, and eyes as dark as tar. It was regal, youthful, composed, and rigid. He was not more than thirty winters old, but exuded the weight of ages with a calculating viper’s coldness. It was a dangerous-looking face, one Erol assumed few got the chance to look upon.


“And what of you?” the Pontifex asked.


“I bide my time. Soon the Marcher Lord and his blasphemous cohorts will be gone—a murderous bloodline wiped clean of the land. My revenge will be had.”


Erol grew bold. “What has prevented you from killing Laver Herid yourself?”


Even in the cold night, heat gathered around the figure in a shimmer. Erol sensed power drastically exceeding his own, its origin a curiosity Erol had not been able to discover.


“Pontifex, that type of thinking will end a young career," the cloaked figure growled. I have grown patience like some spiders spin their webs—constant and perfect. If I kill the Marcher Lord, it only ends one snake in a slithering hive of them. Another will come to fill his place in time. The Marcher Lord is worth more alive than dead right now.”


The man certainly hated the sacrilegious pagans as much as Erol did. During their prior conversations, the Pontifex had gleaned little bits of information, and Erol presumed the man’s life had been destroyed at some point, probably in childhood. He wanted one thing—the end of those who had hurt him. What had wounded his dark visitor did not matter. The hatred and resentment the murder of Erol’s own parents had instilled in him gravitated toward this man’s own hostile pain—they were kindred spirits. It was this man's anguish Erol manipulated as needed.


“I have moved additional resources into the area.” The Pontifex filled the silence. “Within a week, Godwyn soldiers will move to bolster the La Zandian border.”


The white jaw clenched. “You jeopardize our hand too soon, Pontifex.”


A pit of anger rose like bile into Erol’s throat. “I will not chance the poison spreading into nearby provinces.”


“Caution is needed,” the hooded man said silkily. “You want the destruction of the southern pagans as much as I wish it, don’t you, Erol?”


Pontifex Erol took a deep breath. “I do. But inheriting a problematic province to my rule will not happen. I don’t want the region pulling resources needed in other areas, the foremost being Blackrhein Reach.”


“The Marcher Lord isn’t the most serious threat?”


Erol stood straighter. “You made it clear he was a controlled threat.”


The figure stood still—so still he began to blend into his midnight surroundings. “Even the best intentions go awry, Pontifex. Events can turn muddy. I make no promises to the contrary or affirmative. Don’t forget that.”


The man’s words were soft but foul with venom. Erol might have placed too much faith in this strange man.


“Dendreth has disappeared,” Erol said, changing where the conversation led. “Summoned by the High King. Do you know why?”


The cloaked figure shook his head. “I know not the whereabouts of the aged Pontifex. It matters not. I bring flames of war to La Zandia, and soon the threat there will be no more. The High King will move his forces into the province and crush the spirit of the Marcher Lord and his followers. Godwyn Keep will do the rest.” Erol caught the slightest flash of a grin as the man spoke. “Time will see you a savior of the All Father’s children in La Zandia; time will see you Pontiff of Godwyn Keep.


“Garethe is not dead.”


“Garethe de Sierson,” the figure hissed. “He will be—in due time. What of the Council?”


“Most of them believe action is necessary, even warranted. Valarie Reu and Cyrus de Lille voted with me. And the longer Dendreth is gone, the better.”


“Soon, control of Godwyn Keep will be yours, and with that will be a reckoning the heretical world has never seen.” The man lowly laughed. “Patience is our ally.”


Erol calmed at the man’s words, his discomfort mostly forgotten, until a snap in the brush to his side sent a shock through him. Fear swept through him like wildfire again. He spun, his lips peeling back in a snarl, to find the source of the noise at the edge of the forest.


Erol’s breath caught. In the half-light of the stars stood Jimi.


The boy was wrapped up in a heavy cloak, but trembled as if in the deepest winter wind. “I swear I won’t tell a soul, Your Grace. I promise…” The startled boy began, the spark of panic hidden between his words. “I was only stargazing.”


Erol realized immediately Jimi had overheard the entire discussion between the Erol’s accomplice and himself.


He started toward the boy, reaching out. Jimi backed away, the desire to run burning in his young eyes.


“Take care of him,” the figure growled at Erol.


The Pontifex hesitated. It was a hesitation born of conflicting desires—protect those of his fold or serve a greater good.


“He can’t be left alive,” the cloaked man continued, his irritation evident.


Erol turned back to Jimi, panic threatening to overcome him. What his cohort was forcing on him was murder of the lowest kind.


Jimi must have seen something in Erol’s eyes that told him what was to come because he turned to flee into the woods—undoubtedly back to Godwyn Keep—the brush and roots of trees snagging him noisily.


Darkness wrapped Erol’s heart with power and certainty, and he sang.


The soncrist erupted from him with forceful desire, a song of nature, vegetation, and green life. It penetrated the night and the forest, weaving through the bushes, trees, and air, alive with a black, unnatural purpose. The world fell away, the boy his only concern. Erol added the wildness of nature to the lyrics, and the words of the song came alive, vibrant and angry, the source of their power pulsing deep within his chest, an extension of his soul. Being placed in this situation and the lack of choice in the matter only infuriated him more, driving the visceral song with passionate tenacity.


The roots of the forest exploded from their natural entrapment of dirt only moments after Erol’s song passed through, ripping forcibly at the soncrist’s command to ensnare the boy. Dark loamy soil flung into the air and fell like rain, coating everything, and the pungent smell of rot invaded the night air. The tops of the trees swayed as if caught in a strong storm, most of their peripheral root systems flailing above the surface. The Pontifex dropped the timbre of the soncrist, his soul thrumming with its own vitality, and he gained control over those trees near the escaping boy.


Jimi screamed out as the roots closed around his ankles and continued their way up his calves, knees, and thighs. They coiled around him like a mother’s arms, but there was nothing loving about their touch. Erol knew they were crushingly tight, a trap sprung without escape.


Pulled down by the roots’ will, the boy fell hard, the air knocked from him. Dazed, he was steadily pulled across the disturbed ground toward the base of a giant fir tree where the roots withdrew back into the soil, taking their catch with them. Terror then filled his tearful eyes at what was happening to him, and one last scream punctuated the air before black forest soil filled his mouth, gagging him forever. A hand was soon the sole evidence of his demise, but then it too was dragged deep into the ground, the broken earth the only trace of any kind of scuffle.


The song died on Erol’s lips; a part of him died with it. He was so exhausted by the expenditure of power he thought his knees would buckle if he stayed out much longer. Heart hammering in his chest, and he willed some kind of normalcy. He knew it would never come.


“Move your pieces into position, but don’t execute them yet,” the figure said as if nothing had happened. “I am off to ensure the board is set in La Zandia. Continue to push the Godwyn Council. Soon enough your patience will ripen to fruition.” Then he turned and bled into the blackness of the forest behind him, gone as easily as he had arrived.


Erol was left alone. He had crossed an imperceptible line. He had killed before, but never by his own hand. Death had always come from a hired man or well-planned political intrigue, but it was never this intimate, never this real. Politics were shady, whether for government or religion, but this was new to him—he did not like dirtying his own hands.


But as he rested, he soon grew irate with himself. The boy had not heeded his advice and would barely be missed. Jimi’s death was necessary—surely he would have shared the Pontifex’s plans with others, intentionally or not, and that would have seen the end of Erol. His logical side knew silencing the boy was the only way to protect his plan—he knew it was necessary to save his own life and protect his faith, for the greater good.


But the boy’s final, soil-choked scream would haunt him for the rest of his days.


The Pontifex turned back toward the Keep, carrying the weighty emptiness of the clearing with him. He wondered where his nameless supporter had vanished to, but decided it was best he did not know. It was as Bishop Arvus had recounted. The Marcher Lord was moving, calling people to his rebellion, using the ancient bloodline of his forefathers as a banner to gather an army, and his companion had probably set out back to the province to stoke that fire. Erol hoped the scheme would work.


The Pontifex returned to Godwyn Keep, avoiding the grave he had just created. His featherbed, soft pillows, and another glass of wine would help settle him and possibly stave off the nightmares while he slept. On the morrow, he would have to take the time to carefully plan his next moves with the Godwyn Council to strengthen his silent claim as their leader. They would need strong direction with the Marcher Lord still building his revolt and Garethe still unconscious, and time was on Erol’s side for now.


Enough time to quell an imagined war and win the coveted seat of Pontiff.


And yield an entire world into his hands.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 11


 


Sorin awoke from a disturbed night of fitful dreams and repeated awakenings. Pale morning sunlight sifted through the room’s only window, and tiny motes of dust danced in the air. All was quiet within A’lum, but even with the silence he had been unable to rest. The thin straw-packed mattress that served as his bed was devoid of pillows or soft cloth, and he was unable to find even one comfortable spot during the night. His eyes felt like cats’ claws had been raked across them. Grimacing from the bed’s effects on his body, he sat up and blinked away sleep.

What had happened to him yesterday? It was a whirlwind of events in his mind, and sorting them out proved difficult. The appearance of the dragon had thrown the entire monastery into chaos, and Sorin had missed his chance to confront the man who might know why his parents were dead. Instead, he had blacked out; in the interim, the scarred man had been murdered. The bishop was right—the series of coincidences that had brought the dragon, Brother Afram, and Sorin together only to have the priest turn up dead was disheartening and suspicious.

And what was the Order of Blacksmiths, and how did his father know their smithy work?

The thin blanket fell from him to the floor as he rose. Thomas was already gone from the small room they had shared. They had gone to bed late. After their discussion with Bishop Theron the two searched Brother Afram’s quarters. Nothing suspect had turned up, nothing that gave any clue as to why the priest may have hired several Thistledon thugs to attack Thomas and Sorin. Sorin still had no answers, and his questions still burned in him like a fever.

He straightened the new clothing he had worn to bed. His belongings neatly tucked away near Thomas’s, he left to find the old man and the dining hall.

Sorin roamed the hallways. The walls were bare, built with rough dark gray rock. Orbs, the type he had seen Pastor Hadlin use, lit his path. Priests nodded in greeting as they passed him. The monastery was immense, larger than any building Sorin had ever been within, with dozens of hallways crossing each other and leading to rooms he could only guess at. He passed the open colonnade on the west side of the monastery where priests hacked the dragon’s carcass apart with large axes. Blood stained the ground, black and crusted. As he walked on, he caught the rising sun on the other side of the building, the day’s early light swathed in low cloud cover as it rose above the Krykendaal Mountains in the east. The placid surface of Silver Lake spread eastward, a dark gray stain in the morning peace.

The dining hall was not far, and as Sorin grew closer the enticing smell of baking bread and other rich aromas assailed him. His stomach growled as he entered the long room acting as A’lum’s dining hall.

Although the day promised to be another warm one, a fire raged brightly in the hall’s enormous hearth. A cauldron hung over the fire, its contents permeating the air with an odor unfamiliar and intoxicating, and Sorin’s mouth responded to it. Dark wood benches and tables littered the room in organized pairings and several of them were filled with priests as they broke their fast.

In the back corner of the room near a smaller dead fireplace sat Thomas and the Giant.

The huge man sat with his back to the room on a high bench serving as a seat for the Giant. He was enormous—even sitting he was taller than Sorin—and his knees rose above the tabletop. He sat across from Thomas, dwarfing the old man. His sandy-brown hair was cut close to his head, and his cheeks and jaw were free of beard, giving him a meticulous, clean look; no evidence of dragon blood soiled his clothes. His staff leaned up against the corner of the room, its wood shimmering in the firelight, no remnants from the battle visible on its smooth surface.

When Sorin approached, the Giant brought his level gaze to the newcomer. His green-flecked brown eyes flashed intelligence, gauging Sorin before he even had the chance to speak.

“Well, look who decided to join us,” the Giant said, in a deep voice possessing a musical, friendly cadence. The corners of his mouth quirked in an amusing grin. “Pleasant dreams keep you abed while the morning waxed and the world moved on without you, young Sorin?”

Sorin grinned back despite the ache in his back. “I suppose.”

“Relnyn and I were discussing what occurred yesterday,” Thomas said.

Sorin barely heard him, his gaze fixated on the Giant as he sat down beside Thomas. Sorin wondered if the stories were accurate—a race that remained separated from the rest of the Kingdom for their transgressions against humanity in the War of the Kingdoms. A race few saw, who rarely ventured far from their isolated home of Lockwood. It was amazing to be in the presence of one, nevermind in a discussion with one. Sorin realized he was staring at the Giant and looked away. What he saw was some of the room’s other occupants furtively glancing at the trio, uncertainty and awe mingled together.

Either used to the stares or unconcerned with their distrust, Relnyn grinned at Sorin. “Is something so interesting you have to stare, young master? Surely you are closer than these others around me and can see me for what I truly am.”

“I’ve never seen a Giant before,” Sorin answered, embarrassed.

Relnyn laughed then, mirth echoing around the hall. “And I’ve never seen the birds of the world swarm as though hornets disturbed, but I have now.”

“I guess crows really don’t like dragons all that much,” Sorin replied.

The Giant looked to the old man for a moment before Thomas replied nonchalantly, “Not many creatures do, boy.”

Sorin was suddenly aware of Thomas. The old man’s skin was haggard, and the fire could not chase the darkened circles under his eyes. He appeared as if he had not slept for days, hunched within his cloak and unwilling to come out. A waxy sheen of sweat dampened his brow. Even his hair looked damp; the wildness that usually surrounded it subdued.

“Thomas, are you all right?” Sorin said, unable to dispel his worry.

“Mind your business, Sorin,” snapped Thomas, coming out of his shell only to lift his ale mug. “I’m just bruised and aching and tired.”

It was more than that. Thomas’s voice was aged, a dank rot that left his words hollow and gray. The strong persona who had wielded his sword with no fear against a dragon was gone, replaced by a frail hollowness that pervaded his existence. Sorin was concerned but knew better than to push.

“I am troubled by this, Master Thomas,” Relnyn said quietly. “From what you have told me, can all this be coincidence? The attack on the boy’s family. The dragon. The murder of the A’lum brother. Darkness has ever been a scheming murderess.”

“That’s not all,” Thomas grunted. “I haven’t spoken of the worst of it. I think the jerich put all of this into motion, or at the very least, is carrying it out at the behest of others.”

The Giant’s shoulders broadened as he straightened. “Grymshade. That old story is one we Ashnyll use to scare our little ones to sleep.”

The hope of learning more about his parents’ murderer rekindled Sorin’s interest. “How does your story describe the jerich? Are there any details?”

“Grymshade is a fable to children, a superstition for most of the adults.” Relnyn started, his arms taking up half the table as he leaned on it. “The poem is about Koryn and Syra, two children who have been sent to bed early for misbehaving. Rather than mind their parents and go to sleep, they heed a whispering on the wind outside their open window and flee into the depths of the forest to continue their fun away from home. When they discover they have become lost in the deepest shadows of the Sentinels, that’s when the voice’s form appears. It is Grymshade. The poem’s repeating chorus goes:

The void’s winding tongue,

Filled the shadow with torture,

Agates as eyes swirled moonlight,

To trap those in its path.

The chorus is used five times, separating the choices the children make,” Relnyn finished.

“The eyes in the creature who killed my parents were milky white, like agates,” Sorin noted. “But it was not blind. It could see.”

“You were that close to it?”

Thomas interrupted. “Sorin encountered it, and the jerich left its mark on him.”

“And this all happened a week ago?” Relnyn asked. “Yet he is already fully recovered?”

“I got to him quickly,” Thomas said. “I had skill to reverse it. In any event, luck favored him.”

Sorin could not believe Thomas was sharing with the Giant their private struggles. He did not know this Giant—did not know he could be trusted. Thomas had proven to be Sorin’s friend—maybe the last one he had—but Thomas also hid more than he told. Sorin decided to trust the old man’s instincts and also trust Relnyn. 

“What do you make of this, young master?” Relnyn asked.

“I only know what I saw, and what I saw scares me. It was a crazed and evil creature, and I would have died if it weren’t for my father.” Curious, Sorin asked, “How do the children in your story survive?”

The Giant smiled. “They separate and run in opposite directions. Grymshade cannot catch both at the same time and therefore must choose. He goes after the boy and that choice undoes it. The girl lulls one of the Sentinels into helping her and when the creature comes near it the great tree’s limbs grab and crush it. At the story’s end, the shadow rejoins the forest, whispering in the wind once more. The story serves to remind children to listen to their parents. But it also points to the truth that each choice we make may lead to dire consequences unless thought through thoroughly.”

“You Ashnyll love a good fairy tale,” Thomas grunted.

“Ashnyll?” Sorin questioned.

“The name of my people, Sorin,” Relnyn said, grinning. “Do you think we refer to ourselves as giants?”

“We are leaving this afternoon toward the west, to meet with someone who may have some answers,” Thomas said.

“You are a stubborn but good man, my friend,” Relnyn said. “Make sure the former doesn’t destroy the latter.”

The old man just nodded. Relnyn looked to Sorin. “Young sir, please ensure this old fool takes care of himself. It’d be a waste of a perfectly good arm if he had to lose it—worse if he had to lose everything it is attached to.”

Thomas sunk deeper into his cloak. “I already did, my friend. I already did.”

The Giant rose then, towering in the room. The lines around his eyes were soft and kind as he spoke. “Life stands still for no man, Master Thomas, and sitting like this is only stiffening the ache of my muscles. I leave to help the priests remove their uninvited guest. Noon then.”

Thomas nodded. Relnyn strode to the entrance of the room, his large feet a whisper upon the stone, and ducked through the doorway, heading for his own endeavors.

“You told him about the priest?” Sorin hissed. “You told him about my family? Our suspicions about the jerich? Everything? Why?”

“In all the years I have been alive,” Thomas replied, looking somewhere beyond Sorin, “I have learned an untarnished truth: trust a Giant. Despite what history and society’s fears might lead you to believe, they truly are what is best in the world. A Giant friend is a friend never lost, and I needed his perspective.”

“I don’t see how you can say that,” Sorin said, his frustration clear. “He was here visiting the Bishop. Do you know why? She may be a part of this. Afram was her priest after all.”

“The Giant is friend to us now, and being a friend means sometimes keeping secrets,” Thomas darkened further. “Still, there is something very different about Relnyn, and I hope it does not return to harm us.”

“What do you mean? Different how?” Sorin demanded.

The lines of Thomas’s frown deepened. “Well, for one, Relnyn raised arms against the dragon.”

“The dragon was going to destroy the monastery. It was the right thing to do.”

“Giants are pacifists—have been for centuries, ever since their incriminating involvement in the War of the Kingdoms. They refuse to harm other creatures, their society devoted to sustaining life in all forms.”

“And how could that harm us?” Sorin asked.

“Relnyn attacked the dragon, leaving his heritage behind,” Thomas said. “The Ashnyll proclaimed they would depart the warrior lifestyle after the War; they would embrace all life and end no life, even if it meant their own might be in danger. After millennia, it is ingrained in them from birth.”

“And Relnyn forwent that teaching.”

Thomas nodded. “All large groups have aberrations in nature. For the Ashnyll, it is the Darkrell—Dark Giants.” Thomas paused. “While speaking to Relnyn, I saw his worry about what happened in his eyes. At any rate, Relnyn will be sharing the first part of our journey when we leave here.”

“How far?” Sorin asked. It would be interesting to learn more about Relnyn’s race.

“Not much farther than the Greensward, I am afraid. Lockwood likes north of there.”

“He mentioned your arm. Is everything all right?” Sorin asked.

Thomas either did not hear the question, or ignored it. He then said, “I don’t know yet, Sorin. I just don’t know.”

“Are you going to be all right?” Sorin reiterated, rising to break his fast.

The old man hunkered down further into his cloak as though to disappear, his eyes staring remotely into the flames of the fire across the room.

“Sometimes,” Thomas said, almost to himself, “I wonder if anything in my life is right.”

* * * * *

They left the Monastery of A’lum early in the afternoon; the fog draping the early morning had burned away to reveal a beautiful day. Hot and sticky air pounced on the monastery and surrounding countryside, and no wind gave a reprieve. The smell of warm soil and plant growth accosted the air. Summer had infiltrated the weather and now it was firmly entrenched, its authority stretching over the land as Sorin, Thomas, and Relnyn made their way across the rolling, alder-spotted hills of the Greensward.

Before leaving, Bishop Theron had guided them from the monastery to see the company off. In her hand she carried an aged book with faded brown leather, a thick spine, and a soft, supple cover she touched with reverence.

“You will need this,” she said offering it up to Thomas. “It will help light your path when darkness shrouds you.”

“I carry one with me, but thank you for the thought, Bishop Theron. You are most kind.”

“Remember our discussion last night,” she responded, withdrawing the book. “Faith can take you on many paths. Faith in yourself will lead you down one truer than most. Don’t forget who you are, sir.”

Thomas lowered his eyes in respect or shame. Thinking on the old man’s haphazard visits to the church, Sorin wondered if Thomas even knew what faith was anymore.

The Bishop bowed low to the Giant. “Your presence here has brought us great joy, Relnyn Ashbough. Take my best wishes back to Oryn Lowillow, and visit soon.”

“I thank you for your hospitality and time, Mistress Theron,” the Giant said, inclining his head politely. “It was a pleasure to meet you.” He touched his fingertips to his forehead and swept his arm in a gesture of thanks.

She returned the gesture before turning her smile to Sorin. “Young sir, you are in great care. May you travel safe. Fare thee well.”

Sorin had thanked her, took a long look at the thick spires of A’lum and the Silver Lake beyond, and rode Creek away to the west with his companions. Silence had followed them since. Each one of them was locked within his own thoughts as the travelers entered the expansive green rolling hills of the Greensward. Creek had kept a round eye on Relnyn until the stallion had decided the Giant was safe. Sorin looked to his enormous new friend and wondered what had brought him from Lockwood to begin with.

As the afternoon waned toward sunset, the Giant caught Sorin’s interest again. “If you stare at me much longer, Sorin, I’m going to develop some kind of complex.”

“Why were you at A’lum?” Sorin looked away, but his curiosity remained. “From what I have read and heard, Giants are rarely seen in the Kingdom.”

Relnyn walked with an even stride next to the horses, and although he wasn’t mounted he still had to look down to Sorin. “We Ashnyll lead a solitary existence, truth be understood. Decades can go by and not one of us will leave our northern forest, preferring isolation from a world still untrusting of my kind. But oft times travelers bring us news of great importance, news that may concern us.”

“And you must discover the truth of the news then?” Sorin questioned.

Relnyn smiled, his face friendly. “No, not entirely. I volunteered for the chance to travel outside of Lockwood’s forested mountains. Either a volunteer or one of the Darkrell are asked to go. This is the first time I have left my home. Most Ashnyll prefer the peace of home.”

“The Darkrell. Who are they?”

“Those who follow the darker, more animalistic tendencies of my race. They are like the Ashnyll of old before the War of the Kingdoms—angry, passionate, and willing to destroy life if it suits their purposes.”

“For you, leaving Lockwood then is like a test?” Sorin asked, thinking on it.

“In a way,” Relnyn said. “It is important to test oneself to know oneself, yes?”

“But you don’t seem like a normal Giant, Relnyn,” Sorin pointed out. “Thomas said your race is pacifistic and yet your actions yesterday were anything but.”

A dark cloud passed over the Giant’s face, but he remained kindly. “Thomas is right. My involvement at the monastery was arguably very unlike the Ashnyll.”

Thomas rode a step behind, uninterested. Relnyn fell silent, his long staff acting as a walking stick as it leapt out in front of the Giant. Relnyn’s actions the previous day were with them on the journey; Sorin wondered if Thomas could be right about their new companion being Darkrell. And if so, what did that mean for them?

“Then again,” Relnyn said with a wink, “Thomas may be wrong.”

Sweat dried on Sorin’s brow as the sun dipped lower in the sky. The first few shadows gave some comfort to the group, their elongating blackness carrying coolness with their touch. The hills had given way to short mountains, their verdant underbrush littered in paper birch, alder, and fragrant cherry trees. To the west, the hot haze of plains waited. Thomas was wrapped in his cloak with a light sweat glossing his red cheeks, but his eyes shined with calm certainty. The land fully embraced the season, and Sorin was happy to be free of A’lum’s constricting stone and out in the open once more.

They had just ridden around a small town named Blackwell that lay nestled deeply in one of the Greensward’s final meager valleys when Thomas turned in his saddle to look behind them. “Something is following us.”

“Who do you think it is?” Sorin asked, the jerich on his mind. “Someone from Blackwell, or a rider from the monastery perhaps?”

Thomas shook his head, “I’ve been a man of the woods long enough to know friend from foe. Listen.”

He was right. The forest had gone completely still, as if holding its breath to let evil pass before daring to live again. Sorin turned to check their rear. He did not see anything.

“It’s not near yet, but it comes. It could be the…” The old man trailed off as he slumped in his saddle and began to fall from his horse onto the slanted hillside. Relnyn caught him with his great hands and cradled Thomas’s limp body to the forest floor. Sorin leapt down off of Creek and vaulted to the man’s side.

“He’s unconscious,” Relnyn said. “And cold, even as the sweat rolls off of him.”

The Giant quickly peeled the cloak from the old man, exposing a torn and bloody arm sleeve. “What’s wrong with him?” Sorin questioned worriedly.

“Old fool. His arm.”

Relnyn pulled back the ripped threads of Thomas’s shirt to expose the problem. A wide wound, scabbed over with dried blood, covered his upper arm. Emanating from the scraped skin and traveling up the length of the arm were tiny black tendrils—like spreading tree roots—buried directly beneath the old man’s reddened, angry skin. It was as though ink had entered his body and was slowly taking it over, changing crimson blood to a black ichorous fluid as it spread into Thomas’s shoulder. When Relnyn grasped the flesh firmly, Thomas moaned but remained unconscious.

“These dark veins will kill Thomas if they enter his chest and get to his heart.” The Giant seemed to be seeing past the wound and into the man himself. “He is poisoned.”

A cold sweat had broken out all over Sorin. “Why? What happened?”

“Why do you think dragons exist despite the hatred their kind receives?” Relnyn asked. “It’s because they are poisonous to all except their own.”

Panic threatened to overwhelm Sorin. Thomas had saved Sorin from certain death, had offered answers for his parents’ deaths, and had gotten himself involved and put himself at risk simply because Sorin deserved to know. And now his only friend lay dying in the cradling arms of a Giant. Sorin realized he would do anything to keep Thomas alive.

“I only hope the venom hasn’t spread to his mind,” Relnyn sighed, looking at the surrounding hills in the distance. “He is mortally wounded. This old idiot has a death wish. The sun sets soon. He probably won’t last till morning.”

“What can we do?” Anger replaced the panic suddenly, sweet in its power and certainty.

“Go home,” Relnyn said. “In the War of the Kingdoms, the Ashnyll—my ancestors—fought alongside dragonkind. We are not immune to their innate poison. One of the few benefits from that War was an antidote for this. Our healers will hopefully still possess the skill to create the remedy for Thomas.”

“And if not?” Sorin asked, afraid of the answer.

Lifting the shallowly breathing man as though he were a child, Relnyn said, “If not, he will certainly die.”

Sorin grabbed the reins of both horses and mounted Creek. Cradling the lifeless form of Thomas in the crook of his elbow, Relnyn jogged toward the rising mountains of the north.

Feeling more alone than ever, Sorin sensed the shadow looming behind them, growing as it closed the distance, but worries it was the jerich were second to the well being of Thomas. He kicked Creek to speed in keeping with the Giant.

And as they fled north, the forest around them was silent like death’s promise.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 12


 


High King Nialls Chagne sat in the first row of polished wooden pews in the giant Bacilus Cathedral of Aris Shae, the seat’s uncomfortable hardness adding to his inability to concentrate on the sermon at hand. It was mid-morning, the azure sky peaceful and cloudless, but within the cathedral hundreds of the capital’s most affluent citizens sat behind him as they listened to Archbishop Reneau give a booming Godwyn lecture upon his raised dais. Around the city, thousands of the populace were attending similar services in churches of their own choosing, but the High King’s presence was required here. Around him, the upturned faces of friends, greed-stricken merchant princes, an aristocracy yearning for more power, and a few who wished the betterment of the Kingdom, were lost to the day’s message.

As was custom, no one sat near him. It was just as well; no one was close enough to view the disenfranchised conflict that filled his eyes and permeated his soul.

The High King’s First Warden was to return to the capital by early afternoon. Rowen had sent a rider ahead of his company to notify Nialls, and once he arrived he would fill the High King in on the events plaguing La Zandia. The initial reports were not good, and Nialls had not been able to shake the foreboding that constantly stirred within him. He had sent Rowen to find a solution to the problems in the south, and the High King had every confidence the leader of his armies would appraise the situation and resolve it. If the Marcher Lord was intent on battle, nothing was likely to prevent that now. But Nialls could do everything in his power to assure the protection of his subjects. As Dendreth had informed him, there were events taking place in his Kingdom that deserved his undivided attention, but La Zandia was the foremost among them.

Now Nialls sat amidst the city’s most cunning and manipulative, but it was here he took some reprieve from the pressures of the world without.

As Archbishop Reneau finished his speech with a passionate, vocal prayer, Nialls was brought achingly back to the Cathedral. It was enormous, able to hold thousands of people, a giant cocoon made from white stone and glimmering glass. Stained glass windows depicting scenes from the era of Aerom Fatherhead rose in tall rectangles around the periphery of the great hall. The architect had designed and created the Bacilus several decades after the War of the Kingdoms ended to provide sanctuary with the All Father’s presence. The hill Aris Shae sat upon was holy, and the Cathedral was a meeting hall for Godwyn’s parishioners. Some historians thought the enormous structure was only wrought to make people feel small, to overwhelm them with grandeur and glamour, to make them humble supplicants. Nialls did not know the truth of the claim and did not care to know; it was part of his routine and that was all that mattered.

He tried to find comfort on the ancient pew but his thoughts drifted to his mother. Winters past, when his father was High King and Nialls’s own kingship was a far future, his father had called him here. Dark featured, with bold black eyes and straight black hair, High King Cort Chagne ruled fairly with strength. Nialls had received his mother’s fair, golden features, but he had assumed his father’s logical outlook on leadership. He had loved his parents very much, their family unusually close-knit. He had been near his twentieth winter when his father’s summons changed all of that.

When Nialls arrived, his father was alone, an assurance something was not quite right.

“Do you know it took more than twenty winters to build this cathedral?” his father began, caressing one of the monolithic stone pillars as if he were smoothing out an invisible wrinkle. “It was a work of monumental care. Feyr did not build it; their time of assisting Godwyn Keep was over. No, this was built by human hands, with human heart.”

At the time, with each word, fear unlike any he had known crept into Nialls. It was an emotion he would grow to know well.

“Your mother admired its beauty,” the High King continued in a steady voice, but his father’s usually straight back was bowed. “She loved its fluidity and openness, the very lines Bernine the Architect planned to convey the All Father’s power, depth, and grace. In each stained glass window, she saw a timeless story—the martyrdom of Aerom, the sacrifice of Pontiff Erik as he assured the completion of the Tower of Illuminae, the carpenter who became High King through humility rather than arms. But above all else, she loved these ornately carved pillars lofting the ceiling toward the heavens. Look here.”

Nialls was able to make out the thinnest black line in the aged stone. It was a crack, a tiny fracture that ran vertically from the bottom of the finely carved pillar and vanished into the stone’s upper reaches. Nialls had never seen it before.

“It is an imperfection in the stone,” explained his father, still intent on the crack. “When your mother first showed it to me, she was giddy with discovery. We had been married for several winters, and while she was pregnant with you she roamed the palace, learning all she could about the history in these halls, these buildings, the hills the palace sat on. She found this crack and felt like she had found a vein of silver.” He paused, as if gathering strength, the weight increasing on his shoulders. “I thought it unimportant, a triviality. She soon found it detailed in ancient history books. Most of them account for the crack’s appearance as a small stress fracture that occurred when the ceiling’s heavy supporting ribs were added to the pillar. Some philosophers oppose this, saying Bernine placed this imperfect pillar here on purpose to plead the case that nothing in this land is perfect, even in the house of the All Father.”

Nialls had wanted to reach out to his father, to have him turn, to capture a hint of what the man was thinking. But something restrained his hand, knowing to touch his father would be a grave mistake.

“One defect in a column like this can bring down an entire building,” his father had said, looking up toward the dome. “And yet, this crack resides within this stone, unable to be free, the stone imprisoning it. The building continues to stand, unwilling to yield to the one flaw.”

The High King had shook then—the Kingdom’s leader dissolved—and the trembling man who was Nialls’s father was all that remained. “I passed your mother’s infatuation with this building off as a woman obsessed with anything to relieve the time it took for you to be born. Now, in retrospect, your mother had a way of seeing the world anew that I will never forget.”

High King Cort had looked at his son then, and the reddened, wet eyes told the story more acutely than any words. Nialls had clung to the man with tears of his own, beside the flawed and magnificent pillar his mother would never touch again.

Nialls watched his father go through the remainder of his life as a haunted man, the emptiness at his side reaffirming every day the ache in his heart. It was a grief Nialls would come to know as well. Of those he had loved and shared his life with—his lovely wife, his son, his mother and father, and his closest friend—all but his son were taken from him. They had left him a repository of fond memories, good advice, and total faith in him. But it was difficult going through life alone, to be High King and have nothing else.

And now his Kingdom was on the verge of war, and it took will to prevent thoughts of his ailing son from overwhelming him entirely. He was on the brink of losing his last intimate relationship at a time when the Kingdom needed him as High King.

Archbishop Reneau finished his benediction and brought his hands up, signaling to his audience their need to rise. A small choir raised their united voices in harmony, a melding of tones and timbres. The cathedral in turn absorbed the music and released it as a new entity. The piece was meant to swell the hearts of those in attendance, to fill souls empty of hope. For Nialls, it exonerated him from sad thoughts; it reminded him—if only for a moment—of the beauty in the world.

While the chorus continued, the enormous entryway doors opened soundlessly at the back of the cathedral and two young men entered. They were not yet nineteen winters of age, dressed in white robes that billowed around them as they walked, and each delicately carried an ornate pitcher carved from dark wood and polished to a deep luster. The pitchers, gifts from the Giants of Lockwood, contained water from the Rosemere—the fountain of water that sprung from deep within the earth in the nearby Wyllspring Garden. Pouring the sacred water into the small shimmering pool of the cathedral would symbolize the congregation’s rejuvenation in the presence of the All Father. As the water bearers brought forth their charges and were near the front of the great hall, the Archbishop began to sing deeply, adding his voice to the choir’s, intensifying in the openness of the Cathedral. Nialls tipped his head down to appear in some semblance of humility for the finishing rite, when gasps of shock and fear punctured the music.

Nialls lifted his chin to know the reason. One of the boys had turned from his customary path, advancing on the High King with eyes devoid of life, the muscles of his face slack. The water bearer dropped his pitcher, but no weapon was visible.

Wards screamed and ran toward Nialls. He rose from his seat, uncertain. But when the boy reached for him and wrapped his hand about the High King’s left forearm, there was nothing he could do but scream.

Flames erupted along the boy’s fingers and traveled into Nialls’s flesh, burning and inflexible iron bands. The fire crawled up his arm in a sheath of flickering red, burnt orange, and violent yellow, the smell of the his own crisping skin assailing his nostrils. Soon the fire was engulfing the boy’s robes from the inside, his body the tinder that drove the conflagration, the hand fixed on the King’s arm impossibly strong. Nialls could not get away.

Time slowed as though he were in a nightmare. Nialls fell backward, the panic of his situation setting in, and he lashed out repeatedly with all his strength, but the young man came on, unabashed by the High King’s efforts. No sound escaped the burning man’s lips. The rest of him became blisteringly hot. Sweat born of heat and fear covered Nialls. He understood clearly this was an assassin; he also knew if he did not get clear of the fire soon, it would consume him.

The Wards were almost to the High King, but the closest person to Nialls acted without hesitation.

The other water bearer tackled his flaming companion from behind, and the vise-like grip of Nialls’s adversary grudgingly released as the living inferno was driven off of him. Wards swarmed the assassin, their swords stabbing through the fire deep into its source. He fell to the floor, and as the boy died, the flames died with him. The High King’s young savior rolled on the ground nearby, screaming in pain as the fire that had consumed his companion latched onto him and his white robes, his skin charring. Wards helped to smother the flames and soon they lost potency and died out in an acrid haze of burnt meat.

“Are you all right, Sire?” a Ward asked, steadying Nialls with a helpful arm while shielding him from further harm. Nearby, another Ward with a familiar voice barked orders to secure the building. “Are you badly wounded?”

“I’ll be fine, Beric.” Nialls said, surrounded by an anxious throng of his subjects. The King’s Wards pushed the people back, giving Nialls and the scene the distance it deserved, the possibility of more danger hidden nearby evidently concerning his guards.

Nialls knelt at the side of the boy who had saved him. He was badly burned over much of his chest, arms, and thighs, his white robe covered in black grime where it was not missing altogether. The flames had blistered his neck but left his face unscathed. He breathed shallowly. The High King moved to offer some aid to the water bearer but knew there was nothing he could do at the present moment.

Beric knelt next to them. “It’s unwise you remain in the open like this, Your Majesty. Might I suggest leaving immediately?”

“Give this young man the best care possible,” Nialls commanded. “And notify me the moment my First Warden returns.”

“I am already here, Your Majesty,” said a deep voice beyond the throng. A gray-haired man stepped through the deferential crowd wearing heavy chain of the field. Rowen was the man Nialls had heard ordering the security of the cathedral. “I will come straight away once the palace and cathedral are inspected and deemed safe.”

With a brutal throb entering his arm, Nialls briefly glimpsed his failed assassin as the High King was escorted away by the warden. The boy only vaguely resembled a human, grotesquely crimson and blackened, peeled skin covering every body part. Faint smoke still rose from the corpse, gagging him with its stench. Nialls peered at what had been the assassin’s face, and what he saw there horrified him.

The hint of a ruined smile gaped across the boy’s crisped facial tissue, maliciously leering at his intended victim even in death.

* * * * *

When Nialls took the final step of the steep spiraling staircase and entered the uppermost chamber of the Tower of Illuminae, he was met with momentary vertigo followed by the awe-inspiring vision of the ocean.

It was mid-afternoon, and puffy white clouds meandered above the horizon in organized herds. The hills surrounding Aris Shae tumbled into the lowlands below to the Bay of Orphic, their verdant green covering expanding into the distance. Their vibrancy from this perspective captured Nialls. Below them, several large-masted ships sailed smoothly in the calm waters of the bay and trimmed their sails as they coasted into the wharf city of Dockside to replace the ones that left. Across the bay jutted the Godwyn peninsula, the Keep gleaming like a pearl far in the distance against the deep blue of the ocean. The scene was slow-moving and lazy.

Oftentimes Nialls came here for comfort, to observe the life that filled the city, the ships coming and going, and the world beyond—to lose himself in the unending sky as it met like a mirror at the sea.

He came to the tower now for a different reason. As High King, he had to be strong and resolute, hiding the fears and worries others would take advantage of, but here he was allowed to relax and think on the Kingdom’s state of affairs without worry. His bandaged arm ached, pulsing with vitality and pain, reminding him evil forces were aligning against him, ready to pounce given any opportunity. He guessed he was lucky he could feel anything at all. The assassination attempt was foiled, but something else had died within Nialls—the ability to be free, to not have to worry about the shadows, to eat a meal without fear of it being poisoned.

Pontifex Charl had been gone from Aris Shae for more than a week on a quest for knowledge. Information could help free Nialls once more and give him paths with many choices; information could give him friends whom he could trust.

The High King heard the faint footsteps of his First Warden enter the understated white stone chamber. Rowen awaited the attention of his leader patiently; he would stand there all day until he was acknowledged. The head of the Kingdom’s army was brusque but dependable, direct when speaking, and crisply dressed. He was not prone to emotion or recklessness, and he showed deferential respect to the common man. He led thousands of warden to maintain peace, his position requiring a focus and commanding attitude in affairs. For all of his stern attributes, Rowen was a true friend, a man who cared so much for the Kingdom he would die rather than see it or the throne desecrated.

“How fares the boy?” Nialls said finally, turning from the view. He sat in one of the heavily cushioned chairs brought in for his comfort.

“He is resting now, Your Majesty,” Rowen answered, his shoulders squared and straight, his arms behind his back. “The healers have given him a sleep aid. He is burned quite badly, and he may not live.”

“If it weren’t for him, I might be dead.”

The First Warden said nothing; his silence was agreement enough for the High King. Knowing the man as well as he did, Nialls thought perhaps Rowen believed it could have been prevented if he had been there by his High King’s side.

“Have you found anything?” Nialls asked.

“The Archbishop has no idea how this came to be. He had just begun singing the simple soncrist of blessing when his water bearer abandoned his duties to attack you. The song held no evocation of power whatsoever. Therefore it had to be something with the assassin.”

“Was it something the boy brought with him?”

“The assassin’s remains were searched. He didn’t appear to possess any inflammatory substances of any kind. I’ve seen many things on the battlefield, but never a man burning as though entirely soaked in oil.” He paused. “Could the Witch be involved?”

Nialls looked at his First Warden. Isere could be involved, but not in the manner Rowen was offering. The shade was imprisoned, unable to act freely, leashed to the Rosemere for millennia. She rarely showed herself; Nialls had last seen her on his first day as reigning High King. She was living legend, a myth, but one so firmly planted in the Kingdom’s and Godywn’s history that Rowen was not unwise to suggest her influence.

“If the boy didn’t have anything with him,” Rowen continued. “Maybe it was water he brought from the Rosemere in the Wyllspring Garden.”

“It’s possible, but the water has never been shown to have any properties, and the Witch can’t affect the physical world. No, our answer is simpler than that.” He sighed. “Has Arianna reported back?”

“No, Sire. She has not. These things take time, and Arianna’s patience produces the best results. If the attempt on your life came from the streets or any information can be gleaned from there, she’ll ferret it out.”

The High King breathed in the sticky afternoon sea air. Arianna was talented. She had never failed him in her short tenure. Time would tell if she would here. “What happened this morning was well orchestrated and thoroughly planned.”

Rowen agreed. “These are troubling times, Your Majesty.”

“Where was the assassin from, Rowen? Did the Archbishop know that at least?”

“Reneau wasn’t sure, but he believes the boy came from Vaarland. I have my men verifying it right now. The boy who interrupted the attack may have more information, but he is sleeping, as I mentioned.”

“Could the attempt have been orchestrated by those in La Zandia?”

“The Marcher Lord moves through that province like wildfire, raising an army of thousands. Where they lack technical skill, they have numbers and passion. The hate there is unbelievable—hatred for the Kingdom and hatred for Godwyn Keep. This attempt could have taken its initial rooting there, although the efforts of the rebellion are not to attack the Kingdom but to separate from it.”

“What of your efforts there? Were you successful?”

Rowen nodded. “It took time and manpower, but I have fortified the towns on the border between La Zandia and the rest of the Kingdom. Godwyn Keep has also sent an enforcing delegation, although I haven’t heard how large or when they will arrive. As you requested, I sent word to this so-called Marcher Lord and demanded a meeting take place between an emissary of his choosing and Your Majesty to illustrate his intentions to avert a war. I have as yet not heard a response, but one should be forthcoming soon.”

“Thank you.” Nialls nodded to Rowen and realized his First Warden looked old and worn down. The man was nearing his fiftieth winter, but he still pushed himself as hard as any young guard would. He had ridden speedily from La Zandia and deserved time to rest. “Take your leave, and we will talk later this evening. If you hear anything, bring it to me immediately.”

“I will, Your Majesty.” Rowen bowed and walked out of the room, the muffled echoes of his footsteps disappearing down the stairwell.

Left alone, Nialls looked out the tower windows and saw a different land than the one he had woken up in. Where was Dendreth when Nialls needed him? There were cracks appearing in his Kingdom, and he had no reason to believe he could stop them from splitting further. He could not ignore them, much like the crack his mother had found, and it was unnerving that he had no way of preventing the progression, at least not without the information he sought. Rowen and Dendreth were fighting to fix those instabilities, but would their efforts be enough?

The throbbing in his arm increased, but he ignored it. Events swirled around his throne, threatening to engulf not only him but also his entire Kingdom in war. As he sat and watched the afternoon wane toward evening, a question repeated itself in his mind.

Was he the imperfection to cause the structure to fall?





 


 


 


 


Chapter 13


 


The candles flickered in the private reading chamber as Pontifex Dendreth Charl finished scanning another volume of the Feyr annals with growing apprehension and frustration.

He sat achingly hunched over an expansive oak table, its surface obscured; books were opened and piled in varying heights, their messy display a dizzying puzzle only he knew how to solve. The Pontifex turned preserved pages of ancient texts, scanning carefully without slowing, the dry, aged paper hungry for his fingertip’s oil. The scent of musty leather and burning wax filled his nostrils. No matter how many candles Dendreth lit, no amount of illumination could chase away the gloom that hung about him like a funeral shroud.

He had been seven days within the Memoria Library, hiding from Andeline Courth’s populace and its prejudice, all of his energy, purpose, and time searching for information on the Hammer of Aerom. So far it had been an act of futility. There were numerous mentions of the artifact but nothing detailed. It was as if everyone had documented its existence but failed to study it, as if half the story had been erased.

The archives of Memoria were legendary, with a breadth of books and writing samples dating millennia before Godwyn Keep’s first stone was ever laid. But just as he had encountered in the libraries of Aris Shae and Godwyn Keep, a gap existed during the period that saw Godwyn Keep’s birth—a time that saw the Feyr a ragged, destroyed race. It was an era of unrest, one that had not produced much writing. There were only several hundred books written in the century following the Westor’s habitation. Some of the texts no human had seen in their original form; they had been translated and copied by Feyr and presented to the new Kingdom’s scholars. Much could be lost in translation, bringing Dendreth to Westor.

He had begun with the more obvious chronicles he had not had access to in Godwyn Keep, but his search had provided nothing thus far. It was a needle in a haystack for the time he had been allotted by King Belinorn. After a week of anxiety, the words lost meaning, their letters black smears of near unintelligible garble. Now a fever had overcome him—not one of body but one of spirit—unwilling to let him go until his duty was fulfilled or he had failed. It left him burning and on edge. With only two days left of his visit, he was running out of time.

He was attempting to smooth away a headache at his temples when Lorien Silas entered the windowless room, one of dozens of trips he had made. The thin Historian was tireless despite his advanced age, and he had given the Pontifex undivided attention with no questions solicited. Lorien did not know what Dendreth was looking for, but the Pontifex was thinking he may have to forego secrecy if he was to get any further on his quest.

“I see you’ve gotten to Aerom’s Transcendence. No luck there either?” Lorien asked, the lines of concern in his wrinkled face sincere and true.

Dendreth shook his head and pushed back from the table, the gritty feeling of sand in his eyes abrasive and constant. “Luck has never been a friend of mine, Lorien.”

“You look weary.” The Historian added another stack of materials to the barraged table.

“I am tired,” Dendreth admitted. “But time dwindles, and sleep is a luxury I can ill afford. Even when I lay down for a few hours, my need overwhelms me, and I get up and begin again.”

“What you are looking for may not exist, Pontifex,” Lorien explained.

Dendreth had considered that, but not in the way the Historian meant. The others on Godwyn’s Council may be right—the Hammer’s theft was not to gain possession of a powerful artifact but to slight the faith. If that were the case, it was conceivable the reason why nothing was written about the Hammer’s properties was simply because it did not have any.

But until he had uncovered all possibilities, he would continue his search.

“If I may be so bold, Lorien, why does King Belinorn fail to trust me?” Dendreth asked. “Sion explained the Feyr’s distrust of the Kingdom, but your King borders on loathing.”

 “He lost what little faith he had in the outside world when Pontiff Evelina left her post,” the Historian said, folding his hands. “She was close to the Feyr, was aware of our plight and kept it secret out of respect, and always lent suggestions to King Andaron. Belinorn tolerated Evelina even as his father trusted her. But when she left her post Andaron felt betrayed. Belinorn used his father’s misgivings about Evelina for his own interests. Now you represent all that Belinorn fears and scorns.”

“And now King Belinorn uses a disenchanted past as wisdom to shape Feyr future.”

“It is a complex situation, Pontifex,” Lorien said. “Before the Accord, outside influence rotted our society.”

“To have an accord, it takes two signing parties, Lorien,” Dendreth pointed out.

“Just so. But the men of the Kingdom prompted it—albeit indirectly. Kingdom men saw profit when they looked upon the shores of Westor and bled us of our own resources while delivering nothing in return. As it grew worse, our youth left for the Kingdom—they thought there to be a better life off of Westor, and presently they are probably right. A shame, really, since many of those young Feyr are lost to crime and poverty. We of the Assembly with King Belinorn at our head realized we had to do something to break the cycle.”

“And you agree that isolation is the answer?”

“There is a deeper vein in all of this that you as a non-Feyr probably cannot understand. Autonomy from the other races was foregone the moment genocide touched us. It is not only a separation from your Kingdom but from the racial and social persecution the Feyr feel.”

“Regardless of the amount of centuries that have passed,” Dendreth asked.

“It goes deeper than that,” Lorien continued. “We face an economic hardship as pervasive as the island’s centuries-long depression. It is a way of life and that is more difficult to change. It is far more complicated than you realize, Pontifex.”

“With help from the Kingdom and Godwyn Keep, it could all be changed. High King Nialls is a gracious king, and I can almost assure you of Godwyn Keep’s desire to help the Feyr who have given so much to us,” Dendreth returned.

Lorien shook his head. “We are a proud people; help from the Kingdom would never be accepted, even by those who have nothing, and it would only increase the agitation most of the public feels toward outsiders. No, we must deal with this our own way.”

“Isolating yourselves could bring increased hatred for your kind. It will only bring jealousy to your shores. Jealousy breeds contempt, and contempt leads to anger, murder, and genocide. You are placing yourselves directly back into the dragon’s maw.”

“Maybe,” Lorien countered with lackluster conviction. “But maybe by the time that comes around we will be strong enough as a people once more to fend for ourselves. We will not make the same mistake twice.”

Dendreth had known Lorien half of his life and knew there was no dissuading the aged Historian. It was far from Dendreth’s place to tell Westor how to govern its land and Lorien Silas had had to live with his people’s condition for his entire life—who better to know what the Feyr people needed than one of its elders? Still, it pained the Pontifex that the relationship between Westor and Godwny Keep was intentionally strained.

“Is there anything else you require of me, Pontifex?”

Dendreth rubbed his eyes. “Is there anything I haven’t viewed yet? Any writing samples or stories that weren’t collected into book or scroll form?

“Not that I am aware. What has been found and kept I have brought to you here.”

Dendreth considered that and looked over the stacked chaos before him. He still had several hundred to look through.

“Do you have a copy of the Codex? Maybe some aspect of those early Books will lend some insight from the All Father.”

“I do,” the aged Feyr said. “Which copy would you like?”

The chains of tiredness slackened. “What do you mean?” Dendreth asked.

“We have four of the five known to exist here in Memoria,” Lorien said.

Dendreth sat back in his chair, stunned. There was only one edition of the Codex, delivered into the hands of the faithful by the Scholars of Aerom, individuals who had witnessed the Fatherhead’s teachings as well as his death. If what the Feyr suggested was true, it unraveled centuries of religious doctrine. The fever he had suffered for days intensified, giving the Pontifex renewed energy and hope.

“How can you prove their authenticity?” Dendreth questioned. “Where are they?”

“Like many books of great length, the writer—or in this case the writers—had several different drafts; rewriting and refining occurred either by their own hand or by another’s. In literature of all kinds, these changes alter how the text is perceived and can sometimes strengthen the book’s overall message. The Codex is no different in this regard; it has three or four different editions in that first century alone, some of the variations minor and one with heavily expanded text in the Book of Iorek. The History of Godwyn,
by former Historian Solas Trevier, accounts for a fifth edition, although no aspect of it seemingly exists.”

Lorien moved to the table and pulled free a hefty, aged tome from a pile Dendreth had not approached yet. He opened it carefully, found the page he sought, and placed it before the Pontifex.

Where Lorien’s gnarled finger pointed at the passage, Dendreth translated:

Where the third and fourth editions of Godwyn’s Codex remain nearly consistent with what is deemed the “original,” the fifth such find exhibits unusual tendencies toward what the other editions would consider heretical. It is highly doubtful the All Father’s faithful subjects would embrace an edition with such an influence of pagan thought.


“As to where the editions reside,” the Historian noted once Dendreth was finished reading, “that is a bit of a problem.”

“What do you mean, Lorien?” he nearly hissed.

The Historian pulled a chair from the table and slowly lowered his stick-thin frame into it. Earnest eyes regarded the Pontifex. “Memoria houses some of the most ancient writings ever produced—some in languages we haven’t even been able to decipher. The world is old, far older than you or I give credit, and a mere fraction of that wealth of knowledge is housed here. Some of it is in front of you; most of it is not, as it is not pertinent to your search.

“When the Feyr first arrived in Westor and began the process of rebuilding their lives, it was decreed by that era’s Assembly the need to save as much as they could of our people’s past. To forget is to lose meaning, and that was the very thing that drove them. Art, science, philosophy—all of the disciplines were gathered together and preserved in whatever format best suited each. In the case of literary works, they took all of the writings—some just fragmented lines, others massive epics in numerous volumes—and brought them here. All are important, but some of those works are extremely delicate and in conditions that require great care—important enough to warrant careful attention, no matter their condition.

“We placed those rarer documents within a specially-created chamber suitable for preservation. None of them are from the era of Godwyn’s founding—none except the various editions of the Codex, which I assumed you already knew about.”

Dendreth’s mind swirled. “I must see them. Now.”

“There is a problem.” The Historian whispered, leaning toward Dendreth. “The room is considered a national treasure, a part of the very definition Feyr live by, at least by those with power. It is a symbol for our people. For the race of Man to transgress into its bounds is unimaginable. As Historian, it is my place to care for all that happens in Memoria, to keep it secure and untainted.”

“You worry about your King when—”

“If King Belinorn or any on the council were to find out, the consequences could be dire for both of us,” Lorien finished. The Historian said it with such frank seriousness that Dendreth contemplated not pressing the matter. With Sion, he had had no choice in viewing the poor quarters of Andeline and therefore was not culpable. Here he could choose. But who was he to cross political and cultural thresholds for the sake of his own nation—a land that had all but wiped out the Feyr nation millennia before?

Shadows hung about the sharp angles of Lorien’s face. “Is this important enough to warrant our lives, Pontifex Charl?”

The need that had brought him here resurfaced again. He would never be free of it, he realized, unless he took the chance. “Many lives depend on what I may find,” Dendreth said. “I am willing to take the risk.”

Lorien pondered these words for a bit, and the room was utterly silent. The Historian was weighing Dendreth’s need versus the consequences. The old Feyr then moved to the door. The Pontifex followed, as if speaking his decision aloud would destroy their chance. After covering himself with his white cloak and cowl, the Pontifex followed.

Several candles cast their light in a feeble attempt at illuminating the enormous confines of the central hall. Dendreth and Lorien were alone. The fact that no one was using the library suggested it very late; night had fallen on the island of Westor, and Memoria was mostly dark, its high, thin windows twinkling with the heavens. Dendreth had come to the private study chamber in the middle of a night much like this one, when no one was around. The Accord was still in its infancy, and if Dendreth’s presence was known it would cause confusion and upheaval.

Lorien moved quietly, his thin form near insubstantial in the darkness. They passed hundreds of tables similar to the one Dendreth had been working at all week, their hunched outlines like an unmoving, organized herd filling the lowest level of the library. Three or four concentric levels rose above him, each one darker than the last. Much of Memoria was a mystery to him, but one he was happy to leave in ignorance if it meant returning to Aris Shae with the information he sought.

The Historian neared a corner hidden from the rest of the library by tall shelving when he raised his hands and placed them against the stone wall, pressing his fingertips in as though through bread dough. Dendreth heard an audible click, and a narrow door swung open silently, revealing a dim staircase. Lorien entered, the light of the tunnel’s candles casting deep, shadowy furrows in his face as he turned to beckon the Pontifex forward. Dendreth followed and the door closed quietly behind them.

“This is the Voute,” the Feyr said. “It houses and protects our most treasured writings. It has been built deeply into the earth. The candles are maintained daily and are specially made to evaporate any destructive humidity without leaving behind caustic fumes that could be harmful to the documents. If a fire were ever to claim Memoria, this chamber would survive.”

After several dozen steps, the tunnel opened into a large square room with four expansive tables in the middle. Every corner of the room was lit by wall sconces set a few kingsyards apart, their flames licking the air hungrily. The air smelled clean and fresh, unlike the mustiness that pervaded the lower levels of Godwyn Keep, and there was no evidence of dust or decay here. The ceiling was high and a solemn respect for what the room represented filled Dendreth. Other than the wooden desks and chairs, the room glittered, all of the shelves and cases made from steel and etched glass.

Lorien moved to the back of the room and stood directly before an elongated case containing rolled parchment, sheets of paper, and two books.

“There has been much debate over whether or not the scrolls are the original source or if they were merely copies created for the desert regions in your southern provinces where leather does not fair well. With the exception of this fourth one, they all were written around the same time, directly after Aerom sacrificed himself. This one here,” he said, gesturing at a bound book, “is the edition you would identify with.”

“How did the Feyr come by these?” Dendreth asked.

“They were sent into our hands upon discovery, into our hands to be safely kept. Like the plans of Godwyn Keep sitting next to them,” Lorien said. “Despite that era’s destitution, the accumulation of knowledge did not cease altogether.”

“It is my understanding they were given to us at the time of their creation, directly following the foundation of Godwyn Keep. The scrolls and the tome arrived nearly at the same time; this other edition arrived several years later. It was into our hands they were sent to be kept safe, along with the original plans of the Keep.”

It made sense to Dendreth that these copies would be placed into the care of a race that was long-lived, protective of its heritage, and exceptional at record keeping. The beginning of Godwyn and the Kingdom had been an extremely volatile time. It also saddened him that he was just now finding this treasure, when entering the twilight of his life. There was so much more to learn and discover.

Lorien delicately pulled the three bound scrolls and two books from their glass case and placed them on a sheet of wax paper covering half of a table. The Pontifex followed. “I’d like to see the one with the most differences,” Dendreth sat, eager to begin.

“That would be this scroll. They are all made from a paper only produced in the northern parts of the Kingdom, so the deduction by Historian Trevier is they were copied there as well. The other book is a copy of the scroll you requested.”

He removed one of the fragile scrolls from its compact tube and unrolled it. It was supple although the paper was severely yellowed with age. Lorien carefully flipped through it with a steady, practiced hand and turned to the last few pages to the Book of Iorek. The script was elegant and spidery, with long loops and swift strokes.

“It’s in Feyrish?” Dendreth noted.

Lorien nodded, the chance to share his passion lighting his exotic eyes. “It’s the only Book in any of the editions that is written in my language. Historians and academics have argued what that implies for centuries. Was Iorek a Feyr and a part of Aerom’s scholarly group, and this is the original copy of the Codex? Or was this particular Book copied this way for reasons that we cannot fathom? The paper it was printed on and the style of handwriting suggests there was a Feyr in the northern part of the Kingdom who wrote it. Could it have been Iorek? No Feyr would have written on Kingdom paper when Westor had its own style of paper. No one knows the truth, although there are dozens of books that theorize on the matter, starting when this copy was found three centuries after the War of the Kingdoms.”

Dendreth glanced over one of the large, unrolled pages. “Where’s it from?”

“It surfaced from one of Courth’s oldest families, an heirloom brought from the Alabron. They knew nothing of it.”

Translating the Book of Iorek out of intellectual instinct, Dendreth noted its subtle differences in his personal leather journal. He was overwhelmed by the turn of events, barely able to consider its ramifications. For the Codex to suddenly have alternate editions lending to alternate meanings was unfathomable; he was in a dream with dark possibilities. The Godwyn faith was built around the words of the Scholars—they were as true as the sun that rose every morning.

The Historian sat in silence as the Pontifex copied passages wholly new to him. The Book of Iorek was also known as the Book of Dreams; it was filled with four- and six-sentence poetic stanzas filled with the future visions of Iorek, the Fatherhead’s Scholar who was blessed with prophecy. In this new edition of the Codex, the amount of passages in Iorek’s Book almost doubled. It could contain exactly what the Pontifex needed. He continued on with translating. Time had frozen, but Dendreth’s heart pounded louder than it had ever before.

Scribbling his translations, Dendreth finished a passage halfway through the page, and his quill stopped in mid-stroke. He read the entire page over again. The preceding and following passages skipped into different subjects, but the one passage lifted from the page, distinguished from the stanzas around it. Dendreth reread it, attempting to disseminate any conclusion other than the one that was before him. There was none. The passage’s meaning was clear, no matter how many ways he translated it, no matter how many emphases he added onto different words and sentences. Cold gripped him. This is what he had come to Westor to find.

He must get back to the High King immediately.

Dendreth was scribbling his copy of the passage when the sound of light footfalls on the tunnel steps reached them. The Historian and the Pontifex looked at one another, uncertainty mirrored in their eyes. Sion le Chey soon appeared, his features distraught.

“What are you doing, Lorien?” hissed Sion with furrowed brows. “You should not have brought him here. The King comes with guards to arrest you both—maybe worse.”

Dendreth rose, thrusting his notes into his pocket. He knew the consequences of breaking the King’s mandate. “How much time?”

“Mere moments,” Sion said, clanking up the tunnel. “Two guards have been watching you most of the week. I put them on the detail myself at the behest of the King.”

“I will accept my judgment as only one my age can,” the Historian said with sad eyes.

“He is in a rage,” Sion countered.

“Do you think I run any longer? I’ll wait for them here. Take the book copied from the scroll, Dendreth, and go. It will serve you better than your hasty notes.”

Dendreth did not question the gift and picked up the book. He offered his hand to the seated Feyr. “Thank you, Lorien.”

“One day I’ll know the story of it,” he said, looking wearier than Dendreth had ever seen him. “And perhaps I’ll write a history of my own. Fare thee well, Pontifex Charl.”

With one look back, Dendreth ran behind Sion back into Memoria. They fled along its numerous bookshelves, shadows flitting amidst a deeper darkness. It was all Dendreth could do to not run into a table, chair, bookshelf, or wall. He heard voices somewhere behind him before Sion opened a door and they were through.

A blast of cool night air and freedom hit Dendreth. Freshly-bloomed lilac and dewy grass met them. The moon was pregnant, an almost flawless white circle, and the men flew under it, the night sounds of the palace dulled and sleepy. They were in some kind of garden, its pathways snaking through bushes, trees, and hedges, their foliage tinged with the icy light of night. Sion moved quickly through the garden, staying low. Dendreth did the same, discarding his white cloak in favor of his darker clothing beneath. The Spire of Memory rose above them, an incandescent sentinel to their progress, and eyes from the shadows pressed into him like daggers.

Voices raised in alarm finally broke the silence, coming from behind. The sound drove them steadily onward, and the first tendrils of fear caressed the Pontifex’s soul. Westor had become a hunting ground and he was the prey. King Belinorn had stated his expectations of Dendreth, and the Pontifex had disregarded them in favor of his quest. He hoped Lorien would be cleared of the transgression; he prayed the Feyr’s life would be spared.

The two slouching figures crossed from Courth’s palace grounds through another hidden door set within an ivy-coated wall. Dendreth did not need to ask how Sion knew of these passages; the Feyr was the Guardian and was privy to much, and that knowledge was now allowing the Pontifex to flee. The pair slipped through a final gate in the Circle and found themselves in the city.

Sion hesitated when they were beyond the massive wall. Dendreth turned back to the Feyr and said, “If you stay, Belinorn will kill you.”

Sion looked to the stars of the sky, as if accepting his fate. “He has already removed me from my position. I have nothing.”

“Then come with me.”


Sion contemplated the suggestion for only a few moments before nodding in agreement. He took the lead anew. The Pontifex would need the former Guardian’s help if he were to navigate his way through the city back to the Sea Star.

Dendreth swiftly lost all sense of where he was as he shadowed Sion. Houses stood against the sky and ocean, barring him from the bay. It was a maze he had never traversed, but Sion was steady and quickening his pace. The sea air was heavy, pungent with salt and fish. They would soon reach the wharf.

It was at that point the guards caught up with them. Arrows and crossbow bolts flew at them, giving Dendreth only a moment to decide his course of action. Stretching his stiff muscles to keep up with his lithe companion, the Pontifex pushed forward, the cobbled street offering firm purchase in the darkness. The pursuit trailed close behind—a large contingent from the sound of it. Nothing except escape would end it—from life or Westor.

When they reached the bay, the water spread out around them, its water quietly lapping at the island in a black abyss. Dendreth looked across the wharf and piers jutting into the ocean, desperately searching for the Sea Star.

The ship was nowhere to be seen.

“Where is your ship, Pontifex?” Sion hissed Dendreth’s own shock.

Panic ran into Dendreth’s heart. Captain Moris had given his promise it would be there, waiting for Dendreth’s return. For him to be absent either meant he had been forced to leave or had been overcome and destroyed.

“I don’t know,” Dendreth answered, uncertain how to proceed.

Their pursuers appeared, several groups of guards merging from separate directions. Bows hummed and arrows whistled through the air. Dendreth could use a soncrist to hide them or push the arrows back for a time, but without a ship to get back to the mainland, he was lost.

“Belinorn,” Dendreth growled, his anger rising as they backed onto the pier.

Two dozen armed Feyr ran toward them. There were too many of them for Dendreth to battle without hurting them, and he knew Sion would not raise arms against those he once led. They were trapped.

An arrow sprouted abruptly from the front of Dendreth’s thigh. He dropped to his knees, grimacing, the pain excruciating, ribbons of fire a fury through his being. More arrows fell. Soon they would be dead.

Dendreth did the only thing he could do.

He tumbled to the edge of the pier and dropped like a stone into the void as he cradled Memoria’s book beneath the folds of his clothing. Icy salt water met his plunge, instantly numbing his body, and the blackness of the sea sucked him into its cold maw.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 14


 


When a near full moon rose above the jagged horizon, Sorin Westfall got his first real look of the mountainous landscape that had come to envelop him. Whereas Sorin’s home was rolling, rounded hills leading to the Krykendaals, these ridges were jagged and crooked amidst the shadows, with batches of tall evergreen trees thrusting into the sky and vegetation of all kinds burrowing into any crevice it could find a hold on. The night sky was pleasant and clear, the stars dimmed by their larger, more luminous companion. He could have enjoyed it if not for the dire circumstances bringing him here.

Only the infrequent wind offered any movement in the landscape; until it did, each flicker of movement sent panic racing through Sorin. Although Relnyn and Sorin had not stopped even once, they knew something still tracked them, but it remained hidden, undoubtedly waiting for the opportune time to strike.

Thomas had remained unconscious throughout most of the night. Several times the Giant had slowed as Thomas moaned words into the darkness, but they were weak and jumbled, of a fevered mind. Relnyn carried the old man tirelessly, his stamina unyielding, his strides true upon the path as the hours waxed toward morning. Sorin marveled at the distance they had covered; Creek and their other horse had maintained a steady trot ever since Relnyn deviated from their original path and took one heading directly north. They were already many leagues deep in the mountains, and from the unflagging intensity of the Giant their destination was deeper still.

As he and the Giant were rounding another cliff to push down to another trail, shadows unnaturally peeled away from the night and their pursuer appeared.

It was a crag cat, large and furry, its ears and tail twitching in the half-light as it crouched on an outcropping of rock that hung out over the party. Creek snorted derisively, his body tensed beneath Sorin. The other horse jerked backward, its eyes rolling, but Sorin held fast onto its reins. Relnyn stopped briefly, shifting the near-lifeless form of Thomas into the crook of his left arm, away from the cat and the danger it posed.

“Make no sudden moves,” the Giant whispered, his staff held before him like a talisman. “Try to keep the horses as still as possible. Don’t provoke it.”

The crag cat hissed, revealing long white teeth that reflected in the moonlight, followed by a deep growl emanating from within its broad chest. The beast was huge, almost the size of a small bear, and it had obviously found a location worthy of its attack—it could easily pounce on its prey, while the narrow path would be difficult for Relnyn and Sorin to maneuver. There was nowhere else for them to go; they could either proceed or return the way they had come.

Without provocation, it launched from its perch then in a flurry, long, razor-sharp claws fully extended. Relnyn flicked out his wrist, his staff poised as a stiff extension of the Giant. The crazed animal slammed into the shod butt of the staff mid-jump, its snarl choked off by the self-inflicted blow to the shoulder. The feline tumbled away, dazed, and slinked backward into the darkness of the foliage, its feral green-and-gold eyes glittering with crazed intent. It disappeared, halted, then reappeared, alternating between the two as it determined its next course of action.

Sorin had never seen a crag cat act in this manner; it seemed manic, tormented, unnatural in its movements and motivations. A crag cat would not usually attack a man or his horses, preferring to prey on smaller wild beasts. There was plenty of food available in the summertime; clearly the attack came not from hunger but from some unknown drive Sorin could not fathom.

The cat struck again, this time at the Giant’s legs. Relnyn spun out of the way, the cat’s raking claws missing him by scant degrees. The Giant showed an agility that belied his size, but the beast resumed its assault standing on its hind legs and swiped at Relnyn while growling loudly. The Giant remained unscathed, and the animal became more furious as the fight wore on.

The beast bunched then and launched past the Giant in a flash, claws extended and jaw wide. It was coming for Sorin and his charges, no protection from it whatsoever.

At the last moment, Relnyn swiftly spun and kicked the beast in its side, sending it flailing once more. Bones snapped like kindling. It slammed against the solid stone outcropping. The cat tried to get up but could not. It mewed defenselessly, blood leaking from its nose, the spark of anger gone from its eyes. Only a broken animal remained.

“Come. We are only a few valleys away from crossing into my homeland,” Relnyn said, his staff glimmering in the night even as the Giant’s eyes darkened.

“You’ll just leave it to suffer?”

“It is not our way,” the Giant said, a sad, dark shadow falling over his face as he turned. He turned away to move on.

Sorin moved the horses around the collapsed feline, Creek still snorting and ready for a fight. They left the animal there in the middle of the pathway, bleeding but alive. Sorin realized he truly knew nothing about the Giant. Relnyn would not kill the crag cat—a terrible mountain predator in pain and assuredly dying anyway—but he did kill the dragon to save A’lum. What distinguished the two? How could the Giant justify killing the dragon but not putting the crag cat out of its misery? Sorin did not know, but the hypocrisy left him unnerved.

The lump of fur gradually disappeared behind them.

* * * * *

Birdsong came alive with the amber glow in the east, and Sorin was finally feeling the effects of staying awake the entire night. Thomas lay still in the Giant’s arms, but since Relnyn pressed onward, there was hope left.

As they all traveled on, the trees grew progressively larger, their tops unviewable. The trunks were thicker, the bark older and more ragged. Gnarled roots delved deep like fingers into the land, grabbing handfuls of rocky earth. Each successive tree was bigger than the last, and soon they were within a deep, carpeted forest that stretched as far as Sorin could see.

They were rounding a bend in the wide trail, following its downward spiral to the valley floor, when a dizzying sight caught Sorin unaware.

Giant trees, larger even than the ones he had already seen, thrust into the new morning light near the bottom of the valley floor. They were part of a stand, separate from the rest of the forest, taller than the trees around them. Half a dozen of the trees seemed to have blown over, snagging on their brethren, unable to fall to the shade. Sorin could not see what was within the green shadows, but he imagined it was cool and moist. He marveled at the grandiose beauty. Even from a distance, he felt small in a way he never had before.

They came to the bottom of the valley where a downed tree spanned a raging river, the tree’s trunk so wide three Giants could have walked side by side across it.

“My home,” Relnyn announced, his right arm sweeping the valley. “Lockwood.”

On first appearance, all Sorin had seen were the enormous and abundant trees. Upon inspection though, they were arranged deliberately. The fallen trees were diagonal walkways up to high branches; the towering upright trunks were vertical pillars of support. The thick branches were woven together at different intervals above the forest floor, their interconnecting limbs creating a solid floor. Some of the limbs grew upwards, offering walls where Sorin suspected the Giants lived. Lockwood spread far into the valley, the home to thousands of the race. Multiple levels could be seen, and as he neared the city, several Giants tending to their early morning affairs glanced up in interest and then suspicion.

Without breaking his long strides as he crossed the river, Relnyn asked over his shoulder, “You aren’t afraid of heights, are you?”

“No,” Sorin said, wavering under the scrutiny. “You have no sentries of any kind?”

“Oh, they were there, Sorin,” Relnyn said, pointing skyward with his staff. “They were in the trees several valleys back.”

Sorin looked up involuntarily, wondering what else he had missed.

As the tree city loomed ever larger over them, more and more of Relnyn’s race came into view. Some of the Giants were busy maintaining the earth, pouring green liquid around the bases of the trees that comprised their home. Others were looking over the interwoven limbs with a critical eye, all as large as Relnyn but with features as varied as Sorin’s own race.

“Welcome home, Relnyn,” a Giant with massive shoulders and arms said, surprise followed by curiosity evident on his homely face. When he saw Thomas cradled in Relnyn’s arm, he said, “Can I be of assistance?”

“Thank you, Geryck. Find Oryn and tell him to go to Berylyn’s. We have guests.”

Geryck nodded, and leaving his work vanished into the cool blackness of the trees.

“Tether your horses here,” Relnyn said. “They will be safe.”

Sorin did and followed the Giant into the massive, shadowy fortress of interconnecting trees and limbs. Once within the confines of Lockwood, Sorin saw it was much more than a city that nature built. It was the wildness of nature tamed—a vision of the potential hidden within natural life given an evolved organization. No harm came to any of the trees; the caring and firm hands of the Giants guided their growth into whatever form best suited them. No axe had touched the wood; no fire had scorched its greenery. Sorin wondered how they had coerced the woods into this wondrous city, but it was obviously not with damaging tools of any kind.

Sorin walked along the trunk paths, and foreign eyes ran over him. He tried not to look back. Finally Relnyn came to what appeared to Sorin to be the topmost center of that particular group of trees. It opened to the sky, and warm sunshine slid its way down the treetops as the morning progressed. Homes surrounded them, and a large garden was planted in the middle. Small apple and cherry trees grew out of dark, rich soil that constituted the garden, and beds of herbs and vegetables of a wide variety were bursting forth. Sorin was first shocked and then amazed at seeing a garden so far above the ground.

“We have arrived at our destination,” Relnyn said, slipping through a doorway covered by a woolen sheet.

Sorin entered behind him and faced a wide room with numerous shelves of thin, sturdy limbs. On them were a menagerie of wooden jars, rocks, and colored crystals, and a tinge of earth elements and chemicals laid heavy on the air. Several open windows offered fresh air and illuminated four vacant beds pushed against one of the walls in an orderly fashion—beds larger than some rooms Sorin had been within. The room had a surprisingly organized and sterile feel.

A female Giant with flaming red curly locks occupied a large chair, sipping from a cup. She glanced up and smiled at Relnyn, but her grin disappeared instantly when she saw Thomas. “On the bed, Relnyn,” the Giant said in a husky voice.

“He needs your help, Berylyn. Now.”

Relnyn placed Thomas carefully on a bed almost three times his size. The old man looked shrunken and small, his mouth slack and the circles under his eyes feverish and the darkest purple. He did not respond. There was no hint he was even breathing.

Berylyn delicately but rapidly stripped Thomas of his cloak and shirt. The black veins were a forest-like root system that spread over the entirety of his arm, his shoulder, the left side of his neck, and his chest. The entire network pulsed with venom, the old man’s body scarlet with a sheen of waxy sweat coating his skin. Thomas’s chest rose and fell lightly but the movement was erratic, as if he was weakly gulping for his next breath.

“How did this happen?” Berylyn asked, her voice a worried whisper.

“He fought a dragon several days ago in the mid-country. Unknown to his companion or me, the dragon drew blood. He fell off his horse yesterday and upon viewing the wound I decided to come here.”

“I’ll do what I can,” she said, her voice flat. “This has accelerated beyond easy remedy. There has been no need for an antidote for dragon poisoning here for centuries that I know of.” She went to a shelf filled with books, scanning through them. “This is far and beyond poison oak.”

“Do what you can, Berylyn.” Relnyn patted Sorin lightly on his shoulder. “It’s all we ask.”

“Who is she?” Sorin whispered to Relnyn.

“One of Lockwood’s healers. And a friend to you. If Thomas has a chance, it is in her hands only.”

Thomas moaned weakly, his eyes roaming beneath their eyelids. “What are you doing?” Sorin chided, an edge of vehemence to his question. He looked pointedly at the book.

“What I can,” Berylyn said patiently, her blue eyes scanning page after page. “As it often takes time to destroy, it takes time to heal.”

Sorin was about to retort when a gruff voice behind them stopped him. “I think it best, Relnyn, that our young visitor here see some of Lockwood.”

A balding Giant stood in the doorway, hunched and elderly. He still gripped his staff with strength and purpose though, and his eyes glimmered authority and knowledge. A thick beard clung to his wrinkled face, but it was well kept, as was his green tunic, tan pants, and worn calf boots. A long braid pulled the remainder of his hair back from his shoulders, a few rogue hairs sprouting from his olive-toned, unspotted pate. There was nothing ornate about the Giant, but he carried himself with the grace of one whose wisdom is revered.

“Berylyn must be given time to work her craft,” he said. The Giant acknowledged Relnyn with a nod before leaning over Thomas for his own appraisal of the man’s health. “What caused this? Is this a concern for Lockwood?”

“No, Oryn, it is not. It is dragon poison. Only he is affected,” Relnyn replied, moving out of Berylyn’s way as she pulled several wooden jars down from her shelves.

“I’d rather not leave his side,” Sorin said, trying to leverage some control.

“A dragon, Relnyn?” The elder Giant ignored Sorin’s plea.

“It attacked A’lum while I was there,” Relnyn answered. When Oryn heard this he turned an appraising eye on the younger Giant. Relnyn looked back before turning back to Thomas. Sorin thought he saw a glimmer of sadness enter the older Giant’s eyes before masking it.

“I wish to speak to you this evening about your travels and what befell our visitors,” Oryn said. “For the time, I must leave for Solstice Dance preparations.” He turned to Sorin. “Berylyn is adept at her art, young master. She has knowledge of both tree and body. If anyone can save your friend, it is she.” He paused, his kindly brown eyes unwavering. “But she needs both space and patience from you.”

He turned and left, but before the curtain fell back into place the Giant uttered, “I’ll see you tonight, Relnyn.”

Pouring a yellowish liquid into Thomas’s mouth and ignoring the room’s other occupants, Sorin let himself be escorted from the room. He did not have much choice; Relnyn’s strong hand guided him into the circular garden whether he liked it or not.

Walking up the trunks was easier than going back down. Momentary glimpses of the forest floor hundreds of kingsyards below seized his chest as dizziness gripped his temples.

“When my ancestors first moved here,” Relnyn explained, noting Sorin’s discomfort, “they first slept on the ground. After time and with some help from the local inhabitants, they discovered how to culture plants and trees, how to weave that life within our own, and how to see its preservation whenever possible. Lockwood is the result. We take pride in our city, but we have so few outsiders here we often forget the heights. To us, it is as natural as our own two feet.”

Tempered by vertigo, Sorin ignored the height. “How did this place come to be built?”

Relnyn laughed. “It was not built, at least not in the sense you use the word. What you see here, the confines of Lockwood, is nature. It grew this way; it did all the work. We care for it, nurture it, and maintain it, but a part of it is not ours. That part belongs to the wilderness and these mountains. We are merely allowed to stay.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Sorin allowed.

“To learn something of it, however, requires we walk a bit. Care to join me?”

Sorin followed Relnyn down the last few diagonal walkways until they reached solid ground again. The Giants passing by had differing reactions to Sorin’s presence—some with chiseled faces of stone who ignored his passing, others intrigued, following his every move. Relnyn and Sorin departed the enormous city and followed the nearby river upstream, walking along a beaten dirt path that wound along the northern bank. Moisture hung heavy in the cool air, its sweetness fermenting the world. Long strands of moss grew on many of the fir trees, hemlocks, and cedar. The sound of rushing water was nearby. The sun crested the valley’s rim to chase the night’s shadows away.

Sorin had been awake for an entire day but this interaction with nature invigorated him. Their path meandered into a gentle slope and deviated into the thick canopy of evergreen trees. Birdsong and faint animal noises met him, and he was reminded of Thistledon and its forests. The valley wood consumed the two as they journeyed, and the morning gave way to fleeting moments of sunshine and warming temperatures.

The forest foliage thinned. Sorin heard water rushing again, but it was louder than before, its power radiating not only through the air but also through the ground at his feet. The wide path stretched forward through green carpet to a sight Sorin would never forget.

To the right of the lush, dewy meadow, a large waterfall crashed, its spray a canvas the sunlight painted myriad colors upon. Ahead was a copse of red-barked trees, their height, trunks, and limb spans dwarfing even those of Lockwood. Their tops seemed to penetrate even the puffy white clouds meandering in the heavens. At the end of their boughs were dark green leaves like those of a cedar tree. They occupied the bulk of the valley, casting continuous shadow as they hoarded the sunlight, and darkness hid the secrets of their depths. Vertigo seized Sorin again but for a very different reason; he was in the presence of trees ancient beyond his understanding.

Tall cliffs rose to either side of them, a natural prison for the valley and its occupants. All brush, vine, and lesser tree appeared to respect the enormous trees, unwilling to place roots in the soil that surrounded the monoliths.

“These are the Sentinels,” Relnyn said, thrusting his staff skyward as if needing to point out the obvious. “They are the oldest beings in these mountains; they are the oldest trees anywhere probably. Their great height was as you see it even when Aerom walked the world. They are the last remnants of an ancient forest whose origins and even name are lost to all but these mountains and their secrets.”

Sorin breathed in the Sentinel’s cool touch. “How are they different than the trees that make up your home?”

“They are the same species, although our homes are much younger,” Relnyn said, looking upward enraptured. “It is said the Sentinels gave the first of my race seeds to plant. Those seeds became Lockwood.”

“They look to be in a perfect circle. Who planted them that way?”

“No one knows. Some believe the One that gave life to all forests was once at their center, the Sentinels the offspring that grew from the One’s dying roots. Others say an early sect of Ashnyll planted them long ago, and it was the Sentinels’ calling that brought us back after the War of the Kingdoms. No matter—the Sentinels are the stark beauty of nature personified, and it is for this reason I have brought you here.”

Sorin peered just beyond the trunks nearest him. “What is at their center now?”

“That you will see tomorrow night at the Solstice Dance,” the Giant said. “If you go.”

“If the Sentinels gave you seeds, why isn’t Lockwood here?”

“The trees asked for their privacy,” Relnyn said without a glance.

“They asked?” Sorin questioned, containing a laugh of disbelief.

Relnyn touched the young man’s shoulder in a gentle act of astuteness. “All living things are aware. The forms of sentient awareness are different and often alien to us, but mostly they just require someone to listen with utmost care. Animals and plants converse in their own way; they speak to their own. But if you listen—really listen—they tell you what they need and want.” He paused. “The Sentinels are the same. When my ancestors learned to finally listen, their lives were changed. The Sentinels’ only request was to leave this part of the valley as their own.”

Movement in the trees caught Sorin’s attention. Half a dozen Giants circled the Sentinels quietly at various heights, some hoisted on sturdy limbs near the forest floor, others tending to the ancient beings with careful grace in the uppermost reaches. They removed dead branches, sealed small rents in the bark, relocated any detrimental insects, and helped new growth ease into the world. They were caretakers, and Sorin found their task daunting and wondrous.

A snatch of morning song came to them, innocent and youthful. A young Giant was singing softly on a branch above them, her beautiful voice carrying through the clearing. The song was a separation of sorrow but one interlaced with hope.

Sorin was involuntarily drawn closer to the Sentinel. “What is she doing?”

“Touch the staff in my hand.”

Sorin did. The wood was smooth as it glimmered with an ethereal inner light that absorbed the sun’s rays, but it shocked him to find it was warm. He moved his hand down the metal-shod staff; the warmth never deviated.

“How can wood be warm like this?”

“It’s alive. Not alive like you know it, but alive in a different way. It is bonded to me. You hear her song?”

Sorin nodded, looking anew at the female Giant in the tree.

“She has cared for that tree and its life since she was very young, and this is her rite of passage into adulthood. The Sentinel knows this, knows her, and for her service it relinquished a part of itself to serve her in the years to come. She will carry the staff all her years, as I will mine, and it offers encouragement and care in whatever dark hour she may find herself. As long as the staff touches the earth, it is connected to the life that infuses the land and also to the Sentinel that is the staff’s parent.”

“What if you become separated from your staff?”

“I’m not sure. To my knowledge, it has never happened. Since the Giants moved here, we have had no reason to worry. We have few possessions, but the staff is a part of us, like your arm or your leg is a part of you. To lose our staff would be like losing an appendage.”

Sorin considered this. For all their size and strength, the Giants were a race of careful introspection and grounded ideals that only wanted to be left alone and serve the land and each other. None of the stories he had heard about their ferocity and single-minded willingness to destroy was true. Their way of life was appealing, one Sorin wished had been granted him in Thistledon.

A question that had plagued Sorin all night rose again to the surface. “Why didn’t you kill the crag cat? It suffered before dying.”

Relnyn sighed. “For centuries, the Giants have lived apart from the other races, intent on knowing ourselves better. After the War of the Kingdoms and our own treachery at the hands of the Wrathful, my forefathers swore to never again harm another life. We had been used, you see, deceived, and our strength and size brought misery and sorrow and woe to a great many. Never again, our ancestors swore. After time, our way of life became pacifistic, devoted solely to all living things—all except the Darkrell, who follow those same values but can ignore them with the change of the wind. The trees you see here have benefited us as we have them. In short, I would not intentionally harm any living entity—including the crag cat.”

“But you did wound it. It was pained and dying anyway from your kick.”

“I protected myself. The staff is the only affectation we carry, and it is a weapon not of attack but of defense.”

Sorin frowned, trying to understand. “But you killed the dragon.”

Relnyn looked down, sadness in his eyes. “Remember what I told you of the Darkrell? They live among us, a part of our society. They are raised as everyone else, but their passions and ancient seeds of my people’s history take root in and grow within them.”

“They are quick to anger, right?” Sorin asked.

“And judgment. Patience is beyond them. Only a handful live, shunned by our culture.” Relnyn swallowed hard, about to say something but stopped, before continuing. “Yes, I did kill the dragon. I am not proud of what I did and nor would my brethren respect it. But the dragon ought not to have been there—the beasts are mountain dwellers. It was an unnatural occurrence, and it was either let you all die fighting it alone or help protect the monastery and its people.”

Deep-seeded sorrow emanated from Relnyn’s eyes. “I am sorry for bringing it up, Relnyn,” Sorin said.

“Tomorrow night is the mid-summer festival we call the Solstice Dance,” Relnyn said, brightening. “It’s a celebration of our beginning as well as our future. I am inviting you, and it might help ease your worry for Thomas. I hope it eases my troubled mind of the past few days.”

Sorin followed Relnyn’s gaze. The young Giant’s song had ended. In her hands was a new staff, luminous as though slick with rain. Even in the distance, Sorin could see she beamed with great pride and joy.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 15


 


When the day pulled its dark covers over its head and night had fallen over the forest city of Lockwood, Sorin left his private chamber in search of Relnyn. The last few birdcalls of the day dwindled as their owners settled in to rest, but the Giant city was alive with sound and in full preparation for the Solstice Dance that would culminate with their procession to the Sentinels. He did not know why it played such a prominent role in Lockwood, but the energy permeating the city was infectious. It was clearly something dear to their hearts.

After he and Relnyn had returned from their visit with the Sentinels the day earlier, Sorin had fallen into a deep, undisturbed sleep. The rush of the last few days had finally taken its toll on him, and when his head hit the enormous pillow in his quarters, it was only moments before his weariness relieved him of awareness. No dream plagued his sleep; no interruptions intruded. He had woken only briefly in the late afternoon and had taken the opportunity to eat an apple and some mixed nuts while visiting Thomas. Then he had returned to his bed and fell into a more normal, dream-filled rest.

The old man’s condition had remained unchanged, although Berylyn watched over him. Thomas was pale like the embodiment of death. The black veins were still evident, twisting angrily over most of his left torso, but their progress had halted. Along with an herbal remedy her ancient book had supplied to counteract the poison, Berylyn had cauterized the dragon scrape, and Thomas’s arm lay bandaged. The healer was hopeful, but her words carried a hidden warning as well—time would decide the fate of Thomas and nothing else could.

As Lockwood’s residents told it, the Honey Moon—a full moon on the solstice—was rare, only happening every two decades, and the Dance tonight would be a special occurrence for Sorin. He still did not know what he would see, but the excitement helped dull the worry he had for Thomas.

Sorin caught Relnyn looking at him as they entered the thick forest, part of a long line of Giants—some old, some young, and some carrying babies—weaving toward the Sentinel Glade. “If he were going to die, Sorin, he would have done it by now,” Relnyn assured him solemnly.

“He’s all I have, other than you now,” Sorin noted sadly. “And he is the only person who knows who we are to speak to in Aris Shae.”

“Thomas is a tough old man; it is in his very blood. He can’t change that, just like I can’t change how the moon rises. Whether he likes it or not, he will live. Besides, what you just said is not true. Thomas told me where he was taking you and who would receive you.”

Sorin could not hide his surprise. “When did he do that?”

Relnyn chuckled, but it was weak and half-hearted. “He told me at A’lum. Now, in retrospect, I think he did so to relieve himself of some imagined duty. It’s because he knew he wouldn’t be going.”

“Are you saying Thomas wants to die?” Sorin asked, worried anew. “Why would he want to die?”

“Something eats at him, Sorin. Its roots are deep and were planted long ago I suspect. He probably feels as though it is time for him to give up. The dragon gave him that opportunity, and he embraced it. The problem is the world is the ultimate judge of that, and it isn’t his time. Not yet, anyway.”

Conflicting emotions of hope and revenge rose inside him. “What else did he tell you?”

“He told me Aris Shae was your destination and that it was important for you to get there.” Relnyn looked up at the sky as if the answers were there. “Once arrived, I was to speak to the High King for permission to enter the Wyllspring Garden. The rest I won’t reiterate; it’s not my place. Thomas really didn’t ask me to accompany you—he ordered me and I couldn’t deny him. He didn’t guarantee answers, only that you’d have a chance to ask questions. You’d better wait for him to speak more. Like I said, he isn’t dying.”

Thomas had refused to tell Sorin anything; there was a time for answers and a time to come to know them, he had said. Sorin had been raised with patience, but even that was growing thin. What Relnyn told him assuaged his curiosity, but Sorin knew that would not last. The events of his life had led him down this path, and at its end were answers he wanted badly. The burning need to discover the reason behind his parents’ deaths was second to making the thing responsible pay for their actions. He hoped Relnyn was right; he hoped answers were at Aris Shae.

The forest dissipated and the Sentinels rose before him again, a black presence against the star field. The moon’s luminous disc was larger than Sorin remembered. He doubted its light would be able to penetrate the shadowy center of the large trees, and he wondered what was so special about the Solstice Dance to bring this multitude outdoors so late at night.

He passed into the midst of the Sentinels, his eyes adjusting to see by. The space he crossed between two of the trees was like a large vaulted hallway of limbs, what lay at its end invisible. The ground was flat and settled, the Sentinels’ roots driven far beneath the meadow. Sorin breathed in the cool air; summer had only begun to rear itself as the humid beast it could be and with every day that passed it pushed its heat deeper into the night. But it was lost in the Glade. The deeper he walked the stronger the cedar smell strengthened along with a mixture of rich black soil, blooming flowers, and tumbling water. The terrible aspect of his life dissipated and Sorin felt more alive than he had in several weeks.

A large, circular field unfolded before him then, the line of Giants dispersing. Underfoot, soft moss with patches of green clover carpeted the entire meadow. Several primordial rhododendrons littered the area randomly, their gnarled limbs carrying flowers in crimson, lavender, and gold. A thin ribbon of silver trickled to his right, a rill branching from the waterfall and swinging through the clearing. The trees were a natural fortress, and all were safe within their shadows as stars winked at Sorin with their cool light through a small opening in the Sentinel’s canopy.

Oryn saw him and nodded his approval. Some of the younger Giants climbed into the Sentinels, their view from above unhindered by their brethren. Those Giants who did not climb into the branches formed a horseshoe around the meadow’s periphery, facing an oddly-shaped rock formation near the brook, its black stone jutting out of the land in twisted angles.

As he stepped closer, Sorin realized it was not just a rock but the statue of a horse.

It was a large one, longer in hands than even Creek, and it was blacker than the night around it. It was rearing as though saluting the Giants in their half-circle, and Sorin could feel the power the artist had captured with its forelegs pawing the air, its mouth open slightly in mid-whinny, and its tail and mane waving in the air lending it vibrant motion. Ivy twined lovingly from the ground to the knees of the horse’s hind legs, the vines’ pointed green leaves a splash of color against the darkness of the stone. The statue was immaculate and showed no sign of weathering or wear.

“You like it?” Relnyn inquired, following Sorin’s gaze.

“Yes. How did it come to be here? I haven’t seen a horse the entire time here.”

“They’d be too small for us anyway, wouldn’t they?” Relnyn whispered, afraid to disturb those around him. He grinned. “It is the horse of Aerom, or so our legends say. When Aerom spread his word throughout the land to peacefully quell the slaughter of the Feyr and end the War of the Kingdoms, he needed a means to travel swiftly. It is said among my people that the land molded the horse from its own stone to give a servant to Aerom. The martyr named him Artiq, an evolution of the Feyr verb aerique—to ride powerfully. The stallion was his constant guide.”

“In the Codex,” Sorin started, looking up at Relnyn, “Aerom molds Artiq from black clay and gives him life through the All Father’s will. You make it sound as though the horse was a gift from the land, not from the All Father.”

“To historians, scholars, and religious leaders, how Aerom came by Artiq probably matters and is even argued about extensively. That’s what such people do—they take doctrine and debate it.”

“How do you know this is Artiq? It could be just a sculpture by a finely adept craftsman.”

Relnyn shook his head. “The statue was here when we arrived at the Sentinels all those centuries ago, Sorin. Our histories are firm about that. Could someone have placed it here before us—yes they could have. Is it probable? No. I tend to trust my ancestors and our records. And besides—there is a power emanating from it, a majesty that can’t be denied.”

“The Codex says when the Fatherhead knew his end was imminent, he sent his horse from him, into the hills, far away,” Sorin said.

“We believe this is where it came, called back to a part of the land that holds much power,” Relnyn added. “At noon when the sun was highest, and the Fell Hammer struck the spike that pinned Aerom to his death, the horse reared in respect and servitude and transformed back to the land it sprang from. It’s also said among my people that one day, when the All Father has need, the spirit of Aerom will animate the stone, and the horse will become as flesh again.”

“That’s not mentioned anywhere in the Codex,” Sorin said.

“No, it isn’t. It is elsewhere though.”

“How can that happen?” Sorin did not know what to believe.

The Giant shrugged. “I don’t know. Perhaps Oryn knows.”

Sorin thought about it. The story of Aerom and his horse was one of the first told to young children as they attended their early Godwyn services. Aerom traveled the land, giving of himself, on his mighty, untiring steed, imparting his wisdom and good deeds of the bravest sort. For his horse to still exist in Lockwood would be considered blasphemous by many of the Godwyn faith, who believed the horse retired to the Beyond with its Master.

“Why has no one mentioned this statue existing if it is in fact the real thing?”

“No one knows the horse resides here.” Relnyn said. “Lockwood and these mountains are rarely visited—especially since many loathe the Ashnyll for their sad and bitter involvement with the War. Most have forgotten we even exist, relegated to legends. The Sentinels are our personal treasure, and not in memory has any Man set foot within this glade; even you wouldn’t be here right now if Oryn didn’t feel it proper and important somehow.”

Something tugged at Sorin’s senses then, a bit of the Sentinel meadow come alive and touching his awareness with light fingers. A lilting music filled the air, coming from nowhere and everywhere, and as it grew it wrapped itself around Sorin’s heart. The Giants quieted, eyes searching the darkness. A soft, lulling song of honey and greenery, of hope and nature, of welcoming and thanks permeated the Glade. It wrapped an invisible net about Sorin, pulling him gently within its notes, the music soothing in a time when he was troubled. It overcame his sadness, and all he felt was joy for the music’s existence.

Oryn stepped away from the Giant half-circle and into the meadow’s open space. He dropped slowly to his knees and placed both hands on his staff, its metal-shod end pressed firmly into the ground. With head lowered in concentration, a pale blue aura emanated from the staff, an unwavering nimbus of warm light that brightened the old Giant’s form and nothing more.

In response, a flash of light above the water punctuated the darkness across the meadow where the thin creek entered the glade. Sorin squinted to find its source but it was gone just as quickly, its existence a scar left on his vision’s memory. It sparked again, fuller this time as if testing the night for predators, but it disappeared like a lightning flash.

As Sorin held his breath, time continued on, dozens of small golden balls coalesced into being, swirling and tumbling over one another. The music intensified, drawing the observers in, and Sorin was hypnotized.

“What are they?” Sorin whispered.

“They are Wood Fairies, nymphs and sprites born of the forest, come out of the most remote areas of their mountain home to reaffirm and acknowledge their covenant with my people. Long ago, they shared their wisdom of the wild with a downtrodden and sorrowful race needing forgiveness. They taught us how to become one with nature, and how to shape it for the betterment of all. In the beginning, they taught us to turn from our dark past; now, we protect the forest, one in which they inhabit. The Solstice Dance is the communion of our shared life together.”

The glowing fairies moved slowly into the center of the meadow, spiraling above even the Giants’ heads on the breezeless night. They blazed like oversized fireflies in the dark shadow of the Sentinels, all audience eyes fixed on them. Enraptured, Sorin stared deeply into one of the lights and saw the shimmering outline of one of the fairies, its body vaguely humanlike with fluttering wings.

Sorin realized the Giants did not dance or celebrate at this festival—the fairies did. The music changed then, a palpable shift of harmony; additional tones deepened the music’s resonance. The air thrummed with crystalline delicacy, alive with beautiful sounds. Sorin’s heart swelled. The fairies danced with swaying rhythm, their movement sensuous and intoxicating. Other octaves bled into the original piece, the fairies themselves singing the new notes, their voices weaving in and out of the music. The song changed in tempo, slowing down as the Fairies slowed, and melancholy dripped from them and into Sorin. It was a dramatic piece, full of joy that turned to tragedy that became hope. Tears fell unconditionally down Sorin’s cheeks.

One of the fairies separated from the others and danced slowly toward Sorin. The ball of light glowed amber as it approached, and he was unable to move, caught in the fairy’s light. Within the orb a tiny unclothed woman with wavy hair and long legs floated as though she were swimming. Two diaphanous wings beat like those of a hummingbird, and the light radiated from deep within her skin with kindly warmth. The smell of strawberries and chestnuts assailed him. Wetness graced his cheeks as he continued to weep.

The fairy flew closer, and Sorin was compelled to bow low to her for reasons he did not understand. She touched his forehead lightly with her delicate hands, and love and compassion flowed into him. The part of him embracing the same values responded to it, come alive; the despair over his parents’ deaths and the angry vengeance that had staked a claim to his soul bled away. The bright flame of the fairy bolstered the goodness within him. Her cool, miniature lips kissed his forehead, lingering there while her radiance enveloped him and made him whole once more.

The next moment she receded. Sorin watched her go with blurry vision. A murmur rippled amongst the Giants, but Sorin did not care. What had just happened touched him so deeply he knew he would never fully understand it.

The other fairies had already moved away, disappearing one by one as the music lost its fullness and effect. Soon only Sorin’s fairy remained as she arced to follow her comrades. She twinkled in the distance through the dark, the lone light left in the Sentinel’s glade, and then she too was gone.

Sorin stared at the spot where she had left for quite some time.

* * * * *

When the nightmare reached its inevitable, terrifying conclusion, Sorin awoke, shivering in the warm night. In the dream, he was constricted and cramped. Dark twisted things with hairy, crooked arms and evil grins groped at him, and soon their wretched breath and clawing hands smothered him. They took him down into darkness so black no light had ever penetrated it. Another being shared the abyss with him, and he had the vague remembrance of a horse’s whinny chasing him back into wakefulness.

The dream continued to bleed into the world around him as he shivered in his bed, but soon he asserted control over his breathing, and thoughts of the evening’s events returned to wipe away most of the nightmare’s remnants. On his way back from the Sentinels, amidst looks of wonderment and distrust from some of the Giants, Sorin grappled with what had happened. The darker emotions had been cleansed from him; he was still destroyed by his parents’ loss, but he no longer desired revenge. That part had been taken, a larger truth intimately shared.

Relnyn said nothing like it had ever happened in all the centuries they had performed the dance. Oryn had echoed his friend’s sentiments as well, adding it had been a very special night, and he told Sorin he should be honored by it.

He got up and dressed, the nightmare still lingering, deciding that a walk might calm him before returning to sleep. Sorin entered the dewy night air and went down the walkways until he was on the ground and moving off into the darkness. No one was aware of his passing; no one was following him. He hoped Thomas would wake on the morrow so that he could share his incredible moment with him.

And before he knew it, he was back in the Sentinel Glade. He walked silently between the great trees and into their center, the light even weaker than it had been earlier. He did not know why he was compelled to come back here. The moon had long since vanished, disappearing into the other horizon, and the only light available was that of stars. No one was around, and Sorin was left with his thoughts, the glade, the trickling of the rill, and the dark profile of the horse statue. 

Sorin approached the stone and examined its detail closely. Each strand of hair in its mane stood out in dramatic relief, and the teeth of its open mouth were fully realized, the artist carefully crafting every nuance a real horse possessed. The muscles were carved taunt, their lines sharp and defined; the eyes rolled vacantly in their sockets, round obsidian agates with a hint of a pupil; and its nostrils were round, gaping holes that no light could penetrate. Sorin had not seen many sculptures, but this one certainly had the look of frozen life about it.

Placing his hand on the horse’s lower chest, Sorin closed his eyes and thought about the gift he had been given. The wood fairy’s small lips still burned a kiss onto his forehead, and the warmth she had given him still pulsed within his being.

It was then he realized that under his touch the statue also felt warm.

He opened his eyes, stepped back from the statue, and looked around as though all of the shadows in the glade would attack him for the transgression of touching the fine work of art. He remained alone, and nothing happened. The statue stood as stark, solid, and silent as before.

 “Knew ye’d hear his cry from deep within his stone heart,” a gravelly voice spoke behind him, low and thick with hate. It was a voice he recognized, but at the same time did not.

Sorin whirled around in the dark, looking for the voice’s owner. There was no one in the glade with him.

“Ye know, that filth served its master well,” it continued with contempt, coming from all directions. “Understand it was a force of nature nothing could withstand. In the end, Aerom got what he deserved—an eternity of pain only to save a world built upon the bones of lies. But this horse has waited, a prisoner of its creation, impotent to all it holds true.

“And now ye’r all alone, no protector, no Giant shadow.” A maddening laugh filled the night. “Now, time to end this charade.”

Shadow thickened at the edge of the clearing and a human form emerged, wrapped in a hooded black cloak. It dropped its cowl, and Sorin recognized the face.

“Pastor Hadlin?” Sorin could not believe it.

The pale features of Thistledon’s pastor shined with a waxy sheen, and small gray blemishes pocked his face. He looked ill, as feverish as he was when Sorin had last seen him. But it was his eyes that told Sorin otherwise; they were milky white and glowed in the darkness as if bewitched.

It was the jerich.

“Hadlin, somewhere in here,” the jerich said in its raspy voice, pointing at its own head. “Tormented, screaming to be free, aware of what I am about to do to you. No power to change anything, and soon he will no longer care.”

With unbelievable speed, the creature bounded the space between them. Sorin tried to flee but was caught easily, memories of the last time they met coursing through him like a raging fire. He was pushed to the damp, mossy ground, and although he fought with a tenacity born of panic, the creature held him pinned much as it had in Thistledon, the statue of the horse rearing over the monster’s shoulder as if an advocating observer.

The jerich grinned down on its prey, its malice a tangible thing. “No Father Blacksmith to save ye now, is there?”

Darkness flooded Sorin, similar to that which had overcome him at the monastery of A’lum. The fainting resurfaced, coupled with an irritability that spread from his center out to his extremities. It was as though he was sinking into a different world, but one in which he could still feel the creature’s pressing weight above him and the carpet of springy moss and clover beneath. The end of his life was near, with no one able to come to his aid, and he not only struggled against the abomination of nature but his own failing awareness as well.

The jerich pulled a knife from within its cloaked folds, the blade capturing enough light to glint through Sorin’s failing vision. “Die,” it rasped.

Then a whinny shattered the silence, a sound the world had not heard in millennia. It trembled the ground, quaking the Sentinels and the valley they grew within. A flurry of movement caught Sorin’s eye from behind his attacker, and just as the jerich was about to drive the knife downward into its prey a giant hoof came crashing down on the creature’s head.

Dark ichor and blood exploded everywhere, a wet shower of grisly filth. The body of Pastor Hadlin fell to Sorin’s side, the jerich unmoving but leaving one final scream cut short. Hooves fell in blinding speed, smashing the body of Thistledon’s pastor into an unrecognizable mass. Another whinny burst across the meadow as the thundering cascade of powerful hooves shook the ground, the horse’s cries echoing throughout the boy’s skull.

Sorin’s vision returned in time for him to see a stallion where the statue once stood, as dark as a moonless midnight, shivering in the cool mountain air. Standing tall and broad, long mane hanging lank and its tail thrashing about in annoyance, the horse snorted in derision. Muscles rippled like waves of water under its glossy coat as if anticipating another attack. Dark round eyes looked into Sorin’s, and one foreleg stamped the land impatiently as if waiting for him to do something equally as miraculous.

When nothing came, the horse wheeled and galloped from the Sentinel stand into the depths of valley, the noise of its flight dissipating as the moments wore on. It did not return.

The statue had come alive. Artiq had saved him.

Breathing hard, Sorin’s vision blurred again at the edges but for a different reason, and suddenly he was falling like in his dream. He toppled back to the earth and darkness closed about him.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 16


 


No longer wrapped in the woody embrace of clover and moss, Sorin groggily awoke in his overly large bed and through a swirl of incense found Thomas staring at him.

The old man sat on the edge of the enormous bed, swathed in a white sheet he clutched about himself as though modest about what lay beneath. Faint morning light entered the windows, but it could not chase away the circles under Thomas’s eyes, their darkness pronounced but lacking the feverish severity they had held the day earlier. He looked shrunken and thin within his swaddling, a decimated version of his former self. When Thomas shifted to become more comfortable, he moved stiff and slow.

“Remove that nasty smelling stick, Berylyn,” Oryn growled from his seat, his disdain obvious. “It’s brought him around and now it’s only giving me a headache.”

Berylyn removed the bitter-smelling incense from the bedside table. Relnyn, who stood next to a seated Oryn, watched her go before returning his gaze to Sorin.

Self-consciousness wrapped Sorin. He sat up. “How did I come to be here? The last I remember I was in the glade of the Sentinels.”

“Our morning gardeners found you and brought you here,” Oryn said. “I was notified immediately, and together Relnyn and I surveyed the glade before coming here. When we returned to see to your health, your old friend was awake and alert.”

Sorin nodded and then looked at Thomas. “How are you feeling?”

“I’ll live. My entire left side feels as though I was thrown from a horse and trampled upon by wild horses.”

“He’ll live if he rests,” Berylyn interjected from across the room. “He is still weak. The poison remains in his body, although the infection has receded nicely. It is very important for Thomas to remain here and continue taking the antidote. Days shall pass before he will be allowed to leave Lockwood with health on his side.”

“I mean no disrespect,” Thomas said quietly, his hair a flattened mess of gray, “but I decide what I can and can’t do.”

Berylyn shrugged. “It seems your decisions were what led you to me in the first place, you old codger. But I’d hate to see my hard work saving your life go to waste.”

Thomas grumbled something below his breath about being made a child and left the argument alone.

Oryn leaned forward in his seat. “I am pleased you are safe, Sorin. What we found out in the glade was a grisly and grotesque scene, to be sure, and it seems you are quite lucky to have escaped the same fate.”

“Where has he gone?” Sorin grimaced as he sat up.

“The statue of Artiq has vanished and with it a series of tracks leading beyond the valley with no accounting of their owner. I need to know what happened last night.”

Sorin explained what he recalled of the events of the early morning hours, and everyone listened intently. He left nothing out. When he finished, they continued to look at him in their own ways—Relnyn with open curiosity, Oryn with a critical, incredulous eye, and Thomas showed no emotion at all.

“Grymshade—destroyer of lost souls,” Oryn said, mostly to himself. “So what you told me, Relnyn, was true. Why did you go out there, Sorin? It was late at night and these mountains aren’t safe as your trip in to Lockwood proved.”

Sorin thought about it. “I’m not really sure. I woke from a terrible nightmare where I was falling. I vaguely remember twisted limbs dragging me down and…” He trailed off, and focused. “And I remember the whinny of a horse echoing in my dream right before I woke up. I decided to take a walk to clear my head, and I ended up at the Sentinels almost by accident.”

Oryn nodded, satisfied, but then turned his gaze on Thomas. “Relnyn told me much about his visit with the priests of A’lum and his encounter with you and the dragon that wounded you. I know Grymshade murdered his parents, but you seem to know more about what is going on here than anyone. When I asked Relnyn about your role in all of this, he didn’t know, although he did say you gave him instructions for the boy if you were to die. I ask you now. What is your role? Who is it in Aris Shae you go to visit?”

It was a long time before Thomas answered. “Someone I know who may hold the answers Sorin desires.”

“At Aris Shae? That’s far from where the tragedy happened in Thistledon, isn’t it? Years of experience tell me you give partial truths in this matter. Why?”

Sorin was caught off guard by Oryn’s questioning, and Thomas’s eyes grew angry even in his weakened state. “It matters not what happens as long as Sorin is given his chance to find knowledge. He deserves to know who killed his parents if nothing else in this world. That is his business alone.”

“And yet you know that business. When children’s stories walk the land and my people are unnerved to the point of civil disruption, then it becomes my business as their leader.”

Thomas was about to respond but held his tongue. Oryn and Thomas shared a look, but neither said anything more.

“When you rise from bed, Sorin, I will speak to you privately,” Oryn said, hoisting his large body out of the chair. “I must go and address the people of Lockwood about this incident. Word is already spreading and it is best to denounce the rumors before they invariably become truth to some. Relnyn, come with me.”

Sorin nodded. As Oryn departed, he glanced back at Thomas. “Rest and become strong. My instincts tell me you will aid Sorin, with or without your grief.”

The Giants left. Sorin was alone with the old man, the room’s brightening light unable to penetrate the shadows on Thomas’s face.

* * * * *

With the golden sun warming the late morning, Sorin and Oryn left Lockwood’s confines and followed a dirt path that sliced to the west and deeper into the valley’s green forest. Thomas had attempted to join them, struggling ineffectually against the bonds of his illness, but Berylyn was not having any of the old man’s foolish notions. Regardless of her patient’s protestations, she kept him in bed and fed him a brownish broth. Sorin had left Thomas in her care willingly—much to the man’s disgruntlement—knowing the Giant healer had at least a temporary antidote for the old man’s stubbornness.

Sorin followed his aged Giant companion through myriad intermingling fir, birch, and cedar trees. Large ferns, stinging nettles, and sharp brambles grew in patches, fighting for sunlight the forest canopy eagerly withheld. The day would be sticky with heat that would suffocate the forest and all of its wildlife into quiet submission; but right now the morning was active and teeming with insects and animals of all kinds. Although Oryn was old, he had no problem navigating the pathway even as it angled—sometimes sharply—up into the surrounding hills toward one of the valley’s cliffs.

“Where are we going?” Sorin asked, the forest growing closer to them as their path narrowed.

“The release of Artiq is a momentous event. Even I questioned the validity of the old legends of my ancestors. It seems today is a day full of revealed secrets, but it is very important that you leave soon and with all possible knowledge in your possession.”

“What would you have me know?” Sorin asked.

“There are those here who are not so fond of change, who cannot grasp its potential, and who believe your involvement and arrival here in Lockwood portend dark and frightening times. The Darkrell are most aggravated. They blame you for it, however irrational that may be. We need to send you on your way, but there is something I’d like to show you first, information your comrade may desire kept from you.”

Sorin remembered some of the scowls he had received since his arrival and then thought of Thomas. “Why would he intentionally hide something from me?”

His staff steadying his crooked frame as the trail became steeper, Oryn frowned. “I’m sure he has his reasons. But whatever it is, withholding it from you is wrong. I can see you are stronger than he gives you credit for.”

No matter what they had shared together, Sorin was reminded he still knew very little about Thomas. He had lived apart from Thistledon for so long he might possibly have nothing to do with any of this. But a small part of Sorin nagged his wounded friend was more than he seemed. For him to trust Thomas Sorin would need to confront him about what he kept hidden.

The path angled up and into a terrain thick with large, granite boulders that thinned the trees and opened up the land. Above them, cliffs of pale stone jutted deep into the brilliant azure sky, the white sun reflecting back into the valley, and Sorin wondered if the cliffs’ craggy, chiseled depths were their destination.

The two made their way carefully up as the trail whittled away to a deer trail, having to use their hands at times to pull themselves between boulders that seemed to have either fallen from the sky or sprung directly from ground. The entire valley spread behind them, small and indistinct from this elevation as if painted on a canvas with unsure strokes, the colors vibrant but undefined. The massive copse of Sentinels escaped the confines of their smaller brethren, the largest aspect of the valley. The river was reduced to a thin, silver line at this distance as it meandered from the mountains to the low country, and Sorin wished more than anything to cool himself with a quick dip under its surface.

Oryn was sweating as freely as Sorin when they came to the end of the climb at an extended shelf of rock that cut deeply into the side of the cliff. Dense underbrush beneath malformed, twisted trees spread out before him, a thick, unyielding curtain of warped vegetation. Brambles and vines choked everything. Even though the sun had risen to its daily pinnacle, the air was cool and moist, and the thick scent of decomposing life hung heavy about them. The cleft pulsed with a dark life of its own, separate from the nature Sorin knew. The area was not visible to anyone beneath it or around it; it was a secret only the long, upward hike could expose.

Oryn breathed hard, his body more hunched than usual. “It’s been a long time since I have made that climb,” he said in apology.

“Where are we?”

“This is the Wyr,” the Giant started, regaining his composure. “It is a holy place, here in the mountains, but entirely separate from anything you have already seen.”

Despite the heat, Sorin shivered. “There’s something in there.”

Oryn nodded. “There is. Come.”

Where Sorin had originally thought there was no way into the tangled mess of the wood, Oryn carved out a way through using his girth. Fir limbs and fronds slapped at Sorin as he passed, their touch leaving him disconcerted. There was something in the Wyr, something alive with ancient, burning sentience, and it watched them come with fascination and anger.

They broke into a clearing, the light unable to capture any color in his shadowy surroundings. Everything appeared in varying shades of gray—the foliage at his back, the cliff wall that shot up in front of him, even Oryn as he stood beside him. No grass grew in the meadow—it was blackened dirt weeds would not even sprout from. The edges of the wood were blighted and wilted, as if poisoned, and a puissant power tickled Sorin’s awareness with tender licks of interest.

The only structure in the clearing was an enormous dome of woven bramble bushes that had trunks as thick around as Sorin’s thigh. It was built in the same manner as the forest city was constructed but it appeared to have no entry door, and rather than using monolithic trees, this abode was crafted from brambles. They branched outward and snaked around one another like a multitude of angular lovers. Sorin closed his eyes. The land’s wrongness emanated from within the dome, pulsing with wicked life. It was where their path ended.

“Your old friend knows more than he shares with you, Sorin,” Oryn said, breaking the stilled silence that draped them. “That much is clear. I’m not one to dawdle in the affairs of others, but as I said, today is an amazing day to be alive, and I cannot sit idly by and hope events will take care of themselves. Wisdom has shown me over the years that it is best to take hold of the events and steer them toward the conclusion that is right.”

As the two approached the dome, the leafy brambles quivered, their movement whispering and parting to become a dark hole that gaped at Sorin. The briars around the opening were jagged and sharp. The thorny walls of the dome were as impenetrable as the rock wall that rose above them. But if it was constructed that way, what were the Giants trying to hide or prevent from escaping?

“Behold the Dym,” Oryn said, his elderly frame made more ancient in the ghostly light. “We rarely come here. Only the most astute and scholarly do so and even then I must accompany them. The Dym will not open for anyone other than Lockwood’s leader—I alone have that power and right.” The hunched Giant said it as though it were a well-practiced mantra. Then he stepped carefully into the darkened interior and Sorin followed, the heady scent of old rot and withering leaves engulfing him.

When the darkness overcame him, the urge to flee the claustrophobic suffocation nearly overwhelmed Sorin. But he would not be dissuaded from answers and remained in place, waiting for the Giant to explain further.

Instead, Oryn slammed his staff against the ground and parted the inky void with warm yellow light that emanated from his wooden rod. The burst of light pushed back the shadows and revealed the broad inside of the Dym. The walls and ceiling were black, the brambles and vines so thickly enmeshed not even the tiniest hole to the outside world was seen. In the middle of the dirt floor rose a natural rock pedestal from the same pale granite of the mountain. What sat on the pedestal was clearly the source of the malice that thrummed throughout the Wyr; it brought such a bitter hollowness to Sorin he gritted his teeth in response.

It was a book the likes of which Sorin had never seen.

The tome was made of black leather that was cracked and faded from its years in existence. It was bound by swirling arms of silver, but the metal had long since tarnished. The pages were cut at odd widths, giving the tome’s end a jagged look. There was nothing animate about it, but it felt alive with some horrid purpose. When Sorin did not look directly at the book, a faint black nimbus surrounded it, a depression in the light beckoning him forward.

Bile rose into Sorin’s throat. “What is it?” he mumbled.

“It is the Magna Kell—a vile work of the worst sort. It came earlier than Aerom’s book and for a darker reason. It was used to sway those of weakness, and it helped enslave my kind to the forces of darkness that instigated the War of the Kingdoms. The language is archaic and beautiful, resonating so deeply within some readers they become entranced in—even addicted to—the book. Vicious, evil words fill each page, able to eloquently move a reader to their darker impulses. We have kept it over the centuries, although only a few have truly looked at it. It is my responsibility to care for it and remind others how far we have grown from those days of death, destruction, and puppetry.”

Sorin could barely believe it. He was standing in the presence of history, of folklore incarnate. The Magna Kell was an atrocity of enormous magnitude; it was even mentioned in the Codex as being instrumental in the idolatry worship during the War. Its sickness was legendary, conceived by a creator whose evil attempted to destroy the entire world in an act to free itself from imprisonment.

“If this is what you say it is, why do you maintain it?” Sorin was drawn to it as he wanted to flee from it. “Why let it exist at all if its purpose is so ill? I can feel it myself.”

“Because its power no longer holds sway upon the world. It is a part of our history, our culture, and it serves as a constant reminder that though dark times may come to pass, we must be stronger still and not fall prey to them. To destroy such a book may destroy that reminder. The feelings you have are honest and sincere, but the Dym protects it—I protect it.”

“You brought me here to read it?” Sorin asked, his knees weak from the climb or the book, he did not know.

“Yes, parts of it. It cannot be read as a normal book is read.”

“If the language is archaic, how can I read it?”

“Language changes as time moves forward. This is known. And as each generation grows upon the little eccentricities that occur, the language evolves until the progeny barely resemble anything similar to the original. Yet the Magna Kell somehow perceives the language used by the reader and alters itself to be understood. It is unknown if the change happens within the reader’s mind or on the page, but it matters not. The power of the book is not only in its message, but its ability to transcend all cultural barriers and burrow deep into the reader’s soul. It has been ineffective at spreading its evil since those old days, but as you can feel here, it remains potent.”

“But why are you asking me to read from it?” Sorin questioned. “It seems to me I am the least person meant to look at such a book.”

Oryn smiled. “You may not have interest, but I believe it is important. I confess it was not an easy decision to come to. When we found you in the meadow, and I saw the statue was missing, it echoed some of the things I read in this book. It is for this reason I show you, and you can alone decide what is important for you.”

Sorin knew he should oblige, even though the book repulsed him. The Solstice Dance had calmed his fire for vengeance, but he did still want answers. To this point, he had merely been on a journey heading for a stranger Thomas had convinced him might be a helpful resource. It would be foolhardy for him to deny even this chance to understand his situation better.

“Do you know who penned what it is I am reading? To my recollection, the Codex does not say,” Sorin queried.

“Centuries before the War of the Kingdoms, the Wrathful discovered a young boy who had the ability to prophesize. Many such future tellers have graced the ages, but this child was different; from the moment he was born, he could not speak. Highly intelligent despite his muteness, the boy learned to write, and transcribed events to come. Once it stole the boy away, the Wrathful kept him chained in the blackest pit, alone and deprived of any comfort. It was over decades that the Magna Kell was written and given life; the boy’s darker feelings and talent bleeding into the book. It, coupled with the Wrathful’s intentions, became what it is now.”

Oryn reached to open the Magna Kell, and Sorin half expected the book to absorb the Giant’s hand. Instead the book opened smoothly, the pages turning without sound. Satisfied he had found the right page, Oryn stepped back and prompted Sorin to read.

The words were blurry at first but suddenly sprang into clarity even in the false light of the Dym. A momentary bout of dizziness swept over Sorin. Oryn was correct—the language was beautiful and enticing, placed on the pages in an elegant flowing script from an era long gone. The letters were tall and thin, moving across the page in great swooping hoops in crimson ink so blanched of color it was almost black. In his mind, a delicate, dark presence pushed against his awareness with subtle tendrils of malice, but the part of him that was good rejected it, a wall the book could not breach.

“I am old, and I have seen much,” Oryn stated in a tired voice. “From what Relnyn told me, there are evil things afoot in the land of the Kingdom.”

Thinking of his parents’ fate, Sorin grimaced. “There are.”

“The Magna Kell is riddled with numerous passages specifically detailing future tribulations like the Book of Iorek in the Codex does, and I believe they may help you.”

Oryn pointed to the page and Sorin leaned in for a closer look. The first passage was several lines about a burning ball in the sky. As it fell to the world, it broke apart, the two halves landing in their own way, one preceding the other. The fire would hail the coming of two saviors.

The next passage predicted two First Wardens, separate but whole, one wishing to remove his mantle, the other wrongfully entrusted to it, but both fulfilling their roles. It was unclear how this would be since the Kingdom entrusted just one First Warden to be at the High King’s side. For there to be two was unfathomable and unnecessary.

The last passage was about Artiq. It recounted a superior horse brought from the soil of the land to become stone. But Aerom would return when comets blazed the sky, to race the beast with the wind across the breadth of the continent.

Sorin frowned. “It seems to me that Artiq is to be the horse of a new master.”

Oryn looked at him. “What if that master is you?”

“I’m nothing special.” Sorin’s furrows deepend. “If the horse was to be mine, why did he run away into the forest? Why has he not returned?”

“You are in a situation you do not understand. How can you not be part of this?”

Sorin shook his head. “I’m not.”

“Artiq is a master in his own right. He is moved by the powers of the world. For him to disappear is perplexing, and it prompts several questions: Where was he going? Why was he going? What is his purpose? Was it merely to save you? Or is he out there with his master? These are all questions we have no answers to, but the passage states his importance and by saving you he has involved you in it as well.”

Heaviness pulled on Sorin’s heart. No matter how wrong he thought Oryn was, the miracle that saved his life in the Sentinel glade left him with no choice but to consider Oryn’s opinions. He knew who he was—of that he was sure. He wanted answers but he wanted no life held in glory. To be caught up in what Oryn was saying was what Sorin did not want.

As I said, I think it was important for you to read it for yourself,” Oryn said, closing the book and walking back to the entrance of the Dym. “But I find it quite surprising the book had no power over you.”

“Why would it?”

“It has… odd effects on most,” was all Oryn said.

As the brambles and vines closed over the hole they had left moments earlier, they left the Dym and walked back through the Wyr.

“Now, about Thomas,” the aged Giant said. “His condition is a minor thing. He will heal from that. It is his soul that has been corrupted. A mental leprosy invades his innards, and it is slowly desensitizing him while it kills. He does not know this; it has been happening over such a long period of time, it is as much a part of him as his heart is. He has lost faith in himself. It worries me that he gave up so easily on you and Relnyn.”

“He didn’t give up,” Sorin said, adamant. “He was wounded.”

“He did give up,” Oryn said gruffly, slamming the butt of his staff into the soft ground. “Tragedy became his companion somewhere in the past, and he is unwilling to share it. You can see it expressed in his eyes. If he was so willing to end his life, how can you be so certain it won’t come at the cost of your own one day?”

“You act as though he attempted suicide.”

“Giving up is suicide, Sorin,” Oryn stated, unwavering. “His physical body will heal in time as Berylyn has said, but the damage to his soul will not. In a few days, Thomas will be ready to travel. Relnyn will go with you. He is able and steadfast, strong and wise for his age. I have often thought Giants need to reemerge into the world of Man, to take our place alongside them, to pronounce our goodness to the world. I believe Relnyn is the first step in that. It may take small steps and decades to accomplish, but it is time to try.

“Thank you for your openness,” Sorin said.

Oryn bowed his crooked frame before turning toward the mountain’s trail. “I hope you find the answers you seek. I think your parents would be proud.”

Sorin quietly followed, missing his parents. He wished he knew if he was doing the right thing by seeking answers to questions he might later regret asking.


Despite their quick descent, it was some time before the presence of the Magna Kell faded from Sorin’s mind.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 17


 


The faint echoing sound of muted conversation suddenly ended in an ominous hush when the three Feyr entered the Grand Hall of Aris Shae and strode toward the throne of the Kingdom.

High King Nialls Chagne sat there, the chiseled stone beneath him a reminder of the strength and durability he was meant to uphold. The delegation of Feyr had sent word ahead, demanding an audience to speak with Nialls immediately. Upon hearing of his imminent visitors, Nialls knew exactly what it pertained to. Now was the time for politics; now was the time to be the High King his stern and tactful father would have been proud of.

The Feyr walked upon the stone floor, their supple, white boots soundless as they moved in the midst of the High King’s closest and most powerful advisors. The contingent’s leader, a full step ahead of his two counterparts, was a middle-aged Feyr with excruciatingly thin features frozen into a tight mask. He ignored those staring at him, his pale green eyes focused on Nialls alone. As was customary with visits by those from Westor, no color adorned their appearance; the lithe Feyr wore plain white cloaks that hung freely from their wiry frames, matching their simple clothes beneath. Their hair was straight, pulled back away from their faces, and blanched of all dyed status color.

First Warden Rowen stood at the High King’s left side as solid as a statue, and Nialls sat rigidly in his seat, maintaining a mien of emotionless awareness.

When the Feyr reached the throne dais, they bowed. “Greetings, High King Nialls Chagne,” their leader said.

“Welcome, Ambassador Mikel,” Nialls said with a small inclination of his head. “What do I owe the honor of this visit? Aris Shae has missed Westor’s Ambassador to the Kingdom.”

At the High King’s question, a page carrying upon a tray two flagons of Rosemere water approached the Feyr—a blessing for the continued sharing of cultures and friendship. It was a tradition long shared between the Kingdom and Westor. The Feyr would reciprocate in kind with wheat bread born of Westor’s hills.

The Ambassador held up his long hand. “That is no longer necessary, High King.”

The page jerked to a stop, his eyes and movements uncertain. He looked to Nialls who shook his head. The boy fled.

“I see millennia of civility has vanished.” Nialls’s words were cold and practiced.

“King Belinorn sends his well wishes and respect but disapproves of the Sharing ceremony now that the Accord has been established.” The Feyr’s chiseled features glowed with arrogance. “To share is to have a union, and unions are what Westor can no longer support if it is to forge a strong new future.”

Nialls sat unflinching, his eyes boring into Mikel’s. The Kingdom had a cooling relationship with Westor; even during the few short decades of his own reign, a widening gulf had developed between the two nations. Once Nialls had been hopeful about strengthening that tie, but his optimism dwindled. The Accord ended friendly relations between the two societies. The Feyr could be a distant people, but Mikel’s treatment of the situation in the Grand Hall went beyond political rightness into a realm of disrespect the High King did not care much for.

“I see,” Nialls responded, his jaw clenching. “What brings the nation of Westor into my hall if it has no need for my Kingdom?”

A scroll materialized from the folds of the Ambassador’s clothing. “On behalf of my liege lord, Westor requests the whereabouts of Pontifex Dendreth Charl.”

“I imagine the Pontifex is about his own business as part of his duties to Godwyn Keep,” Nialls replied firmly. “I do not know where he may be. What is your interest?”

“The last Godwyn Keep knew, Pontifex Charl was obeying your summons,” Mikel continued, speaking like a parent to a lying child.

That surprised Nialls. The summons had not been an outright secret, but it was not common knowledge either. It worried Nialls Dendreth could be right—a Godwyn spy could be involved.

“Not that it is your concern,” Nialls said. “But the last time I summoned Pontifex Charl was for him to speak on the condition of Pontiff Garethe. A leaderless Godwyn Keep is bound to be troubled, and preparations for Pontiff Garethe’s replacement were in order.”

“Ah. That is an important matter,” Mikel replied, his eyes devoid of belief.

“Why the interest in the Pontifex? It seems you have traveled far for someone lacking the desire to enmesh themselves in the workings of the world outside of their island.”

Mikel raised his voice for all to hear. “He stole something of considerable value from Andeline Courth. It is our right to question the Pontifex about the item’s whereabouts and to take actions to secure it for its proper return.”

“Pontifex Dendreth Charl is one of the most honorable and trustworthy men I have ever met,” Nialls asserted. “I find it hard to believe he would take anything that was not given freely to him. What did he steal that could be of such importance?”

“That I cannot say. It is a Feyr matter.”

“And yet your Feyr matter has need of a Kingdom it has outright rejected. You have no basis to make demands of the Kingdom’s throne.”

The Feyr stood stoically, his chin lifted high and his exotic eyes squinting with ire. “It is your responsibility to curb the lawless transgressions of your subjects, High King. King Belinorn is displeased with the manner of disrespect shown our sovereign state by Pontifex Charl and now by you.”

“My Kingdom,” Nialls seethed as he rose slowly, the lines of his body taunt with a fire of their own. “Has nothing to do with your loss, Ambassador. Do not forget yourself. You are in my hall by my grace and I shall not sit idly by while you falsely accuse one of the most honorable and devout men under my command.”

Unmoved, Mikel stood firm. “Pontifex Charl must be brought to justice.”

“I cannot control the will or the efforts of a lone few, Ambassador. If a Kingdom law has been broken, a Kingdom trial will take place—here on my soil—unless otherwise ascertained that it should move to Westor. You will not dictate how my Kingdom is governed just as I would never presume to direct Westor’s affairs, wholly lacking as they may be,” Nialls pasued letting his barb sink in. “Needless to say, you have my word as High King that I will place every effort in discovering what has become of Pontifex Charl and the mysterious item in question, if this wrongdoing holds merit.”

“I would like to suggest the High King accept the aid of my companion, Arannan Daw. He is talented and will serve you well in your search for the missing Pontifex.”

“No,” Nialls growled. “You have made it plain you want no part of the Kingdom. To allow one of your company the opportunity to reside here would only place unneeded stress on a situation already grown uncomfortable with disrespect. No, it is best he remain with your party. Good day, Ambassador Mikel.”

The Feyr paused and Nialls thought he would deliver another rebuke. Instead, he turned from the Hall and left with his companions in the same way they had entered—without a sound.

Nialls turned to leave. He had more pressing issues to attend to. He nodded to his advisors and disappeared through a doorway behind the throne leading to his private audience chamber and into the palace proper. Rowen followed him, a silent presence as always.

“What did you think of Ambassador Mikel’s visit, Rowen?”

“I think you handled him and Westor’s requests with the utmost civility, Your Majesty.”

Nialls snorted. “No, what did you really think, Rowen?”

“I think he was an incomparable ass who deserves nothing from the Kingdom or your attention. It is a sad day King Belinorn sends a whimpering coward like Mikel to perform his work.”

Nialls nodded in agreement. “It unnerves me that someone at Godwyn Keep knew I’d met with Dendreth.”

“That is the least of your worries.”

Nialls slowed to walk beside Rowen. “What do you mean? Is it La Zandia?”

“All goes well in La Zandia, for the time being, Your Majesty. Force has been sent under the best of my command, Godwyn Keep’s additional missionaries and wards have arrived, and if the Marcher Lord does not see fit to acknowledge your invitation to discuss options to avert a war, we will move in as planned.

“Then what is it?”

“Movements of soldiers in Blackrhein Reach. They are defensive—for now—but there have been reported scouts coming down from the heights, testing the Kingdom’s border and its garrisons in Birn and Sokern.”

The Reach could have taken part in the attack on Godwyn Keep, and it was important to watch their southern enemy. Blackrhein Reach had always been a threat due to its loathing of the Kingdom, but it was more so now as political strife swirled about within it.

“Those along the border are leaving their homes,” Rowen continued. “And with our involvement in La Zandia, I’m fearful of spreading our resources thin. It is unwise fighting a war on two fronts.”

Nialls sighed. His Kingdom was fracturing, the cracking lines driving deep into its heart. Soon he would be forced to take a harsher stance against his enemies, one that would for certain result in war.

“We will deal diplomatically with Blackrhein Reach until they show an assertive hand that precipitates aggression against the Kingdom. Until then, we must focus on La Zandia and the demands of Westor.”

“Where do you think Dendreth has gone?” Rowen asked.

“Come with me, and I shall show you.”

* * * * *

When the two men entered the High King’s private chambers, the two Wards standing guard at the door acknowledged their liege and stepped aside. Nialls produced a key and after a quick turn of the lock, opened his chamber to Rowen. The First Warden looked about the room for danger, but Nialls strode confidently forward.

The High King’s chamber was a series of interconnected rooms that spread out in a half circle and served Nialls in various capacities. This had been Nialls’s quarters—his refuge at times—after his father passed, and the decorations had remained mostly unchanged since the death of his wife. She had spent countless days transforming his father’s simplistic furnishings and drab color scheme to warm elegance and a livable sanctuary where he could leave his kingship at the door and just be a man. On cold days in the fall, Nialls crossed the rooms as a ghost, feeling lost at times and staring out into the country’s surrounding fiery foliage that his wife had loved so much. Now Nialls was completely alone; now all he had was a son who failed to wake and a Kingdom he could not leave at his chamber door no matter what he tried.

He pushed those thoughts aside as the door closed behind them. They entered the inner rooms of his chamber where a Feyr rose from a plush divan to greet them.

Rowen, unprepared for the Feyr’s appearance, moved forward with menace and strength, his dirk appearing in his hand as if by magic.

Instead of retaliating, the Feyr bowed low to Nialls. “Welcome back, High King. I trust due to the brevity of your audience with Ambassador Mikel that it went as you desired.”

“It did, Sion. It played out as only it could.” Nialls gestured to the visitor. “Rowen, meet Sion le Chay of the island of Westor.”

The First Warden relaxed a bit, eyeing the stranger discerningly. “The Guardian of Westor?”

“Former,” Sion said, his face somber. “I found myself in a situation that no longer desired my health. The Kingdom seemed a bountiful prospect to visit for a while.” His spirit lifted and he smiled. “I have your son to thank for it. He is an extraordinary man.”

“He is,” Rowan replied, sheathing his dirk. “My wife notes Moris is a lot like his uncle—adventurous and quite unconventional in how he lives his life. But it is Moris’s life, after all, and a father only has so much power over a grown son who travels the world on his beloved ship. How is he?”

“He is well. He spoke very highly of you. I think a part of him regrets not seeing you more. It’s a difficult thing being pulled away from the ones you love, especially when I felt his duel love of the sea; fortunately it was that second love that saved us.”

Rowen nodded. Nialls wondered how the Feyr’s words affected his First Warden. There had always been tension between Rowen and his son; the First Warden mantle—a position of unique authority with a storied history—was intended to pass to the first-born son as it had for centuries. But Moris had developed such a love of the sea he could not shirk that passion for the traditional duty of his family line. Oftentimes for Nialls, family had come second to serving the Kingdom. He had also requested Rowen choose between the two; it was part of his responsibility to ensure those of the many were protected even at the detriment of those who served. The First Warden had always complied, which had driven the wedge between father and son. It was a gloom brought by his dutiful past, by events that could never be undone, and Nialls was sure he would never find a way to repay the First Warden’s unending loyalty.

“Is my other guest still asleep, Sion?” the High King asked.

“Still, Your Majesty? He has barely rested. He can’t keep his nose out of his prize. The leg would quickly mend if he’d but stay abed.”

After coming to the end of several hallways, the bedroom’s occupant was not abed as he had been instructed, but instead sat hunched over an oak desk he had pushed up against one of the windows that overlooked the green rolling hills and the far western sea in the distance. Sunshine fell in to naturally light his efforts, and his gray hair was pushed away from his face, revealing stubble several days grown. He studied the latter pages of a book intently, murmuring to himself as he read, scribbling his findings into a small book beside his arm. His bare leg stretched straight away from him, a thick white bandage circling one thigh.

Rowen cleared his throat suggestively.

Dendreth turned, a surprised grin on his worn-looking face. “Greetings, Your Majesty. First Warden. I’d rise to bow but that might be difficult.”

“As difficult as, say, moving a large desk to better light your studies?” Nialls teased.

“You will have to forgive me, Sire,” Dendreth replied, bowing his head. “Some things I am willing to sacrifice my health for, and what lies on this table is one of them.”

Rowen turned to Nialls. “Your Majesty, why did you not inform me that Pontifex Charl had returned?”

“It was absolutely necessary that no one know. I sent the Pontifex on a quest for knowledge, and he found the information we sought, but at a terrible price. The Island of Westor has now decreed Dendreth an enemy of their state. If they somehow learn he is here, the tensions between the two nations could snap, and I’d have yet another crisis to worry about in my Kingdom. As you stood with me before the Feyr ambassador, I thought it best you came into that audience with no notions of Dendreth’s whereabouts. Intentionally or unintentionally, I will not let anyone betray the Kingdom.”

Rowen stiffened. “I would never have done so.”

“It was a decision I had to make for our safety,” Nialls said. “And it worked—the Feyr ambassador was placated and not visibly suspicious, at least for the moment. I’m sure Mikel will have Feyr spies lining the streets for when Dendreth does emerge from his disappearance.”

The First Warden looked to Dendreth. “What happened to your leg, Pontifex? And what is so important about the book that lies on your desk?”

“It’s my own fault, really,” Dendreth said, glancing down at his leg. “Diplomacy failed me when it never has in the past. Before I knew it, I was in a situation I had lost all control over.”

“It was not entirely your fault,” Sion pointed out.

Dendreth waved the Feyr’s thought away. “I went to Westor to use their Memoria Library, in hopes of discerning any threat to the Kingdom from the theft of the Hammer of Aerom at Godwyn Keep. I found more than I bargained for. As I fled King Belinorn and his guard, an arrow wounded me at the harbor pier. With nowhere to run and the Sea Star vanished from her dock, Sion and I tumbled into the ocean waters of the bay.”

“How did you connect with my son’s ship then? You said he brought you here.”

“Moris is a wily sort, First Warden,” Sion said, his voice soft. “After the Sea Star had been chased off by my former guardsmen, the crew quietly paddled a shore boat back into the bay and remained in the shadows of the pier in case the Pontifex returned. We are quite lucky to be alive. By the time anyone learned of our escape, we were already sailing for Aris Shae.”

“How does your leg feel now, Dendreth?” Nialls asked.

“It’s healing fine, Your Majesty. The ship’s medical officer removed the arrow and although my leg aches even into my hip, the soncrist I sang should heal it cleanly.”

“And the book?” Rowen questioned again. “Ambassador Mikel claimed you stole something. I must assume it is this book.”

Dendreth turned to it. “He would say I stole it. King Belinorn, I am afraid, is willing to twist facts to suit his own cause. Lorien Silas, the Historian of Westor and head of Memoria, gave it freely.”

“Must be important,” Rowen noted.

“It is. The book is a copy of a series of ancient scrolls dating back to the War of the Kingdoms. Since it is a copy, the book holds no value other than its content, which is considerable to us but means nothing to Westor.”

“What have you found?” Nialls asked.

“To address Rowen, it is a copy of the Codex, and yet it isn’t,” Dendreth said. “What I have discovered, however, warrants careful consideration by all of us.”

“What do you mean about the Codex?” the First Warden growled impatiently.

The Pontifex motioned for Nialls and Rowen to move closer. They hovered above Dendreth while Sion took a seat. The High King had left Dendreth to translate the book and retrieve whatever answers might present themselves as he proceeded.

“It is an old copy of the Codex, but the pages were still sharp and crisp until its ocean plunge created the now wavy and wrinkled page edges. As you can see, the book’s script is intact, and the sunlight is helping the pages to dry.” He flipped through a handful as if to prove it. “It is the Codex we all know well, First Warden, except that it has additional passages and entire pages Godwyn Keep and the Kingdom have never seen.”

A hush filled the room, and only the rustle of the window’s thin curtains made a sound.

“That’s impossible,” Rowen said finally. “It must be a fake of some kind.”

“It is no fake,” Dendreth said assuredly. “And before you denounce it, let me finish. From a historical perspective, books of all kinds have been discovered to exclude short passages or entire chapters that were edited or omitted by either the writer or those who disapproved of the content. One must look past one’s beliefs to get at the root of truth—belief and truth rarely coincide. The Codex is no different; it was written by real men and upheld as truth by an organization. The final Book of the Codex has always been shorter than the others, and there has always been speculation concerning its content or, more specifically, the lack thereof. It is the only Book that does not account for Aerom’s life and death; it is a Book filled with poetic stanzas that seemingly have nothing to do with my order’s beginning. It was placed within the Codex for a reason, however, and it can only be because it is important. Religious historians argue in the Book’s message being literary prophecy or its message more sublimely hidden between its lines.”

Nialls had had no interest in church doctrine, its history, or how its past helped shape the present, until these last few weeks. He was a student of political and cultural history and of how the lessons of his predecessors could help him navigate his future. He had unerringly followed the Codex and its teachings, not questioning what he was taught. Now he found he was doing just that.

Rowen glanced at the book. “I intend no disrespect, Pontifex Charl, because I know you—as a man of the faith—must be questioning all of this as well. But the Book of Iorek is written in the Feyr script whereas the rest of this Codex is not. Why? My apologies Sion, but what could a Feyr know of Godwyn doctrine in order to copy only this Book in Feyrish?”

“That is one more thing that will undoubtedly stir the religious community. I saw the original edition of this Codex; the Book of Iorek was authored by a Feyr.”

Before anyone could contradict him, Dendreth pushed onward. “But whether the author of the Book is Feyr or not doesn’t matter. It is wholly possible Aerom had one of the fair race as a Scholar. To some that is blasphemous since the Scholars were reported as being entirely human, a lone race blessed by the All Father to enact his goodwill here in the world. But history can be altered—whether written or oral—as time naturally alters it in incremental amounts. History is always in the eye of the beholder that has the agenda.”

Nialls interrupted. “Dendreth, you are essentially saying that the additions to the Codex that sits here could be genuine and not only that, but the entire Book of Iorek was written by a Feyr. To me, that is all debate for better-instructed historians. I want to know if it affects my Kingdom. If it is prophecy, what does it say? Are we in danger of something more dire than the attack on Godwyn Keep? Does it mention the Hammer?”

“In time, High King. What if none of the Book’s prophecies have come true because not enough time has lapsed between when they were written and when they will occur? What if that time is now?”

“Have you translated enough to have strong answers?” Nialls inquired.

“I have. As I have already said, much of it is the same, and those passages were easy to translate. It is the differences I fear. It is the differences you need to hear now. I’ll read you two passages. Translated, they are:

 



‘Remember as I sayeth to you, a great sign will appear in heaven. Fire will fill the sky chased by two tails separated by birth and time—one will turn the fields red with blood, the other will set the land aright. Behold, royal blood flows, stone once more becomes flesh, and the All Father will turn away to see His will done.


 



And it will be given to he who destroys to wield that which Aerom’s blood splashed. While the indestructible is destroyed, the dragon shall be thrown from its mountaintop as winter falls from the sky. Now the salvation of burning love will be met by Aerom’s blood, hardened murderess, upon the ice heights of knives until snow relent no more to summer’s shine.


 



The quake of the world heralds a son not born of the womb, a prison without a jailor, a murderer’s sword forged by the All Father’s hand. And all shall pass away.’


 


Then that is followed by:

 



‘All who dwell on earth will worship him who possesses a hammer of might. If anyone kills with the sword, with the sword they must be killed. Here is the perseverance and faith of the scholars. He shall throw his might down, lost to the All Father, conflicted soul of judgment.


 



A word shudders and becomes no more beneath the horn of war. And the mountains shall shake under crystal, that smothers the gasping world of its dying. What once flames is now darkened, as darkness consumes flame.’”


 “What does it mean?” Nialls asked. “It is without direction or meaning,”

 


“This is muddled nonsense, Pontifex Charl,” Rowen agreed, shaking his head. “The reference to the Hammer is plain enough but the rest of it is riddle. What word?”

“This is only a guess with nothing to substantiate it,” Dendreth said, looking directly at Nialls with clear blue eyes. “But I believe after seeing mention of the Hammer and “word”—which is translated to “rune” in the archaic language of the Dwar’n—that someone has stolen the Fell Hammer of Aerom in an attempt to destroy the Rune of Aerilinoth.

“And in so doing, destroy the All Father’s presence in the world.”










 


 


 


 


Chapter 18


 


When Pontifex Erol Tal lightly closed the door behind him and walked alone through Pontiff Garethe’s multi-chambered suite, he was greeted by the wonderful stillness of deathly silence. It was late evening, the orbs in several stanchions illuminating the room with softened light, and the Pontiff’s healer had been called to Prince Rayhir’s side. Erol had only been in this chamber once since the attack on Godwyn Keep—to show concern and sadness in front of his other Council members—but he had not returned. The duties of Godwyn Keep had kept him busy, his own secret planning taking his free time. Now that his scheming seeds were growing, it was time to pay his final respects to the man who held Erol’s destined position.

He looked around the chamber. It was so drab. The stone walls displayed no decoration or embellishment, the floors were not covered by rugs, and cold radiated into a visitor’s feet. No art—religious or otherwise—no plants or flowers, no affectations or adornments were evidenced; it was clear Pontiff Garethe did not enjoy the comforts of his position as spiritual teacher of the Codex. In the future, that would no longer be the case, as Erol would see this room—one of the most important in the Kingdom—decorated elegantly, as it should be.

Erol caught his shadowy reflection in the windows leading onto the balcony. It had been a busy but sweetly fruitful morning. He had conducted a meeting with the remaining Pontifices about the Keep’s need to maintain control in the province of La Zandia. Cwen Errich had also come up, Godwyn Keep’s spy in Blackrhein Reach worried about troop escalation there. Erol had made sure each remaining Pontifex realized the threat against them. Although the Council had only been two men short, their absence had helped; it had been far easier convincing the others how important Godwyn Keep’s role was in the world. In the end, the Council had agreed with Erol’s firm stance, and the game board was ready for play.

The other event that brightened his morning had fallen straight into his lap. A Feyr delegation from Westor had come requesting the whereabouts of the wayward Pontifex Dendreth Charl. The two parties questioned one another, but the Feyr were reticent to reveal their interest. Something had happened with Dendreth that stirred the anger of the Westor. Erol had been quick to capitalize on it. Now the Feyr bothered the one responsible for sending the Pontifex to Westor in the first place. If the High King could move a piece on the board, so could Erol.

Dendreth would eventually return to Godwyn Keep. Erol was sure of that. There could be any number of reasons why the High King sent Dendreth to Westor, but Erol wanted none of them to infringe on his plans. Seeing the future’s possibilities allowed him to act quickly with almost supernatural ability. It was one of those moments that brought him here tonight.

The Pontifex moved to sit in a chair beside Garethe’s bed. Since the Pontiff had not come out of his coma and there were events transpiring in the Kingdom that needed a Godwyn leader, the Council might eventually push the issue and try to bring him back from his oblivion. It was a dangerous prospect, one the healers would not agree with, the forcible entry into a coma mind just as perilous to the person attempting it. Someone with absolute control over their faith, song, and power—one who maintained a close, personal friendship with the patient—would be chosen. That meant Dendreth. Even Erol knew the oldest member on the Council was the obvious candidate to coax the comatose Pontiff back into life.

He was also likely to succeed. It was for that reason Erol had come to Pontiff Garethe.

Erol leaned forward over the shrunken old man and placed his palm on Garethe’s forehead. It was papery and warm. Erol pushed his revulsion aside at touching the man whose seat he coveted. Garethe did not move at Erol’s touch; he remained lost within, a semblance of breathing death. Erol meant him to stay that way for a while longer.

The Pontifex hummed and then sing, weaving both into a melody born of the body, the mind, and the heart. It was an old song, known by healers but feared for its dangerous transgression, and it was only used in the direst circumstances. Erol changed the lyrics of the song into that of an old man’s, its sound deep, gravelly, and resonating with infirmity, ages lived, and Godwyn leadership. Tendrils of Erol’s own awareness crept into Garethe’s mind with the ease of a burglar, opening the treasure chest of his leader’s knowledge, the Pontifex’s song matching the unique soulsong of Pontiff Garethe. He was careful not to impose himself on Garethe so as to leave a faint residue of his offense; the Pontifex wanted no one to ever know he was the one responsible for what he was about to do.

Trained to maintain his soncrist while a part of him was outside of his own mind, Erol moved throughout the old man’s consciousness and memories. There he found a will to live that burned bright and strong. The passion behind it surprised Erol a bit, considering the age of the Pontiff, and he realized he was dealing with a soul that was still strong and sure even if his conscious mind was not in evidence.

The Pontifex then entered the place where Garethe’s soul met his mind. It was there Erol would leave his surprise; it was there he would plant another seed for the future.

Once he had found that internal source, Erol moved about Garethe’s mind, discovering who the man thought himself to be. Finding nothing of import and preparing to set the trap that would end two lives, Erol encountered a dark corner of Garethe’s mind that was so tucked away into the confines of shadowed memory Erol had almost missed it. He went there, the tendrils of the song massaging the dark patch to yield its secrets. When it did not lighten despite his efforts, Erol tried to expose it more vigorously, but nausea threatened him the closer he came. Whatever the memory was, it was one Garethe kept locked away, buried beyond his recollection more than likely. It was not something Erol wanted to be caught within. He left it alone and withdrew smoothly, desiring to finish his own job.

The trap Erol had left behind was intricate and could not be detected from the outside, a prison with one way in and no way out. If anyone else attempted to enter Garethe’s mind and then leave, he would die, taking the well-intentioned healer with him. Even if the healer entered the Pontiff’s mind and realized leaving would kill Garethe, the healer would be forever trapped until the end came with their exhaustion and mental death. When Dendreth came poking around, he would find a nasty surprise awaiting him.

The soncrist dwindled to silence on Erol’s lips as he returned to his own mind, and he wearily rose from his chair to again look out the balcony window. Through the reflection he saw a long metal rod pointed to the sky. He now knew from venturing into Garethe’s mind it had been a gift from Feyr Historian Lorien Silas; it was a device used to look at the stars or see far into the distance.

Erol opened the balcony and stepped into the cooling night, and he ran his hand along the smooth metal. Even with such a wondrous tool, the Pontiff had not seen any of this coming.

When he inherited it, he would have it destroyed; he wanted no reminder of the stars—or the boy who had looked at them—plaguing his sleep in these new chambers.

* * * * *

With the gentle morning wind of the next day in his face, Erol rode the sturdy Kingston Ferry toward the capital city of Aris Shae, the smell of sea salt and brine invigorating his deadened senses after another poor night’s sleep. He rose early, the sun a faint arced line on the distant eastern horizon, and he had taken the wide path that snaked down the side of the peninsula from Godwyn Keep to the docks below. There he had boarded the first ferry to cross the Bay of Reverence, hoping to conceal his identity from anyone with enough interest to use it to their advantage.

Once the wide, double-masted boat had tacked south to gain the other side of the bay and begin its northward journey to Aris Shae, Erol changed his clothing from the finery of his office to more conservative, simple attire. He wore a plain gray tunic, a brown travel-stained cloak with tattered edges, and tan pants that were tucked into scuffed boots, soiled from advanced wear. It would not do to have someone recognize him, and obvious wealth only drew interest of the worst kind in Dockside. Attention was something he could ill afford this time out, and he would have to be very careful not to attract it. Where he was going, wealth could get a person killed.

In the far distance up on the side of a lush green hill, the capital city of Aris Shae gleamed as the first morning rays of sunlight caught the uppermost spires and began to work its way down into the rest of the city. Below, Dockside lay clumped at the city’s feet, a wharf town where trade and commerce were conducted all hours of the day. It was a place of cunning merchant princes and zealous businessmen; it was also a warren of thieves and criminals, the darker elements of society unable or unwilling to elevate themselves to the grandiose capital above them. As a young orphan, it was in Dockside Erol first encountered the sinister side of humanity; today, it was there he would make his own sort of fortune.

When the ferry pulled into its dock and the Pontifex stepped onto the worn, wooden wharf, the town was already teeming with those who had destinies to make. The smell of rotten fish, tar, and salt assaulted him. Up and down along the piers, boats of varying sizes were in all stages of being loaded with exports from the Kingdom; some of the boats were unloading their wares, food, and exotic payloads that would enter Dockside and eventually out into the rest of the Kingdom. It was a scene of constant movement.

The rhythmic lap of the bay’s water and the scream of hungry gulls faded behind Erol as he made his way deeper from the wharf into the heart of Dockside. Visions of his childhood swept through him, catching him unaware until it was too late.

Down that alley was the place he had pocketed his first wallet and gotten away with it, only to discover it was empty.

Around the corner of the Bier House was the place he had lied to one of the street’s numerous assassins to get one of the bullies continually beating Erol murdered.

There was the street he had witnessed the death of a thief at the hands of an angry mob of wharf men who had not had anything stolen from them but who had been spoiling for a fight.

All around him amongst the dilapidated buildings and sewage-filled, cobbled streets were past visions of a life he remembered as belonging to someone else. It had been an existence full of guile and deceit, wicked intentions and no small amount of luck. These visions were the foundation of Erol’s life and coupled with burning ambition had given him the tools to rise above the filth that surrounded him now. It was a place that had educated him about the ways of the world. Even decades after leaving Dockside to become a part of Godwyn Keep, Erol could still feel his anger and revulsion at the place buried deep within, a prison he would never fully be free of.

A child bumped him lightly, and Erol viciously reached out like a snake, grabbing the boy’s arm before the thief could flee with his prize—Erol’s dagger.

“And where do you think you are going with that?” Erol asked, stern anger sweeping away his memories like dust in a strong wind.

“Just wanted a look,” the dirty boy answered, squirming for his freedom.

“You know, I should turn you in to the authorities. They are always willing to take young thieves like you and rehabilitate them in a Godwyn orphanage.”

The failed thief struggled harder. “They can take their orphanage and piss on it for all I care.”

The Pontifex had a hard time maintaining his dark mien. The boy had a rebellious spirit, one that would fly in the face of any authority if provoked. It would keep him safe on the streets even if smarts and luck might fail him. Erol had known boys like this when he was young—he had probably even been one.

Looking around for the boy’s Keeper and not seeing anyone, Erol was about to launch into a quiet assault of questions when a deep voice behind him growled, “Leave the boy be.”

When Erol turned, the voice’s owner stepped from the shadows of a thin alley. The man was short, with ragged brown clothing falling from a wiry, gnarled frame. A scraggly beard clung to his jaw, attempting to cover diseased pustules that threatened to break through his mottled skin. He had an ugly, dull-witted manner about him, but Erol knew that belied what was more than likely beneath the man’s exterior. This was the type of man he wanted to speak with.

“And who will hold him responsible of his actions?”

“I will decide that,” croaked the man, a weasel gleam in his dark eyes. “A firm lashing can go a long way in improving one’s skills.”

Erol nodded, and then let the boy go. He scrambled away without a backward glance and disappeared within those who walked the street.

“You are his Keeper?”

“I will find him later,” the man said, unworried as he squinted at Erol. “For yer type to wander in here, I am surprised ye didn’t haul him to the First Warden yourself.”

Erol ignored the rebuke. “How did he know I had anything?”

“Yer walk,” the man said, his black eyes sizing up Erol more closely. “Tis a wealthy man’s walk despite the clothes ye wear. Now, what do ye want?”

“Why must I want something?”

The man grinned, revealing several broken, stained teeth Erol was sure would be accompanied by the sour smell of fermented grapes. “Oh, ye want something. No one with yer walk comes in ‘ere without desiring something you can’t have in yer rich, warm household.”

“I wish to speak with the Watchman.” Erol played with his dagger, letting the sunlight reflect off the knife into the street man’s eyes.

The man lost his smile. “Tis no Watchman.” He turned to leave the alley.

Erol stepped forward, forcing the derelict-looking man back into the shadows, his dagger still free. “There is. There has always been a Watchman.”

“How d’ye know, fancy man?” the Keeper snarled.

“Because I have something only he would want.”

“Ye lie.”

With his free hand, Erol pulled a silver medallion from his clothing. “Does he exist now, my smelly friend?”

Hunger suddenly grew behind the man’s eyes. “Perhaps,” he said, grabbing for the medallion. “Tis your funeral.”

Erol pulled the medallion back out of reach and produced a gold coin with equally invisible dexterity. “What’s your name?”

 “Korik.” The Keeper took the coin.

“Well, Korik,” Erol said, adding a darker layer to his threat. “If you cheat me, no one except the rats will find your corpse. I promise you that.”

The man slid through the streets, snakes sharing a world. Korik did not travel far. Several streets gone, he entered the Roaming Pig, a tavern sitting very comfortably in the dingy, drab streets of Dockside. Once inside, and after his eyes adjusted to the darkened room, Erol saw it was a well-kept and clean pub with three people drinking alone. Korik moved over to a man with raven hair, black beard, and hazel eyes that glittered. The street thief whispered in the seated man’s ear, and then left the tavern. Erol remained, ignoring the departed Korik, knowing it was all part of the game to be played.

“Why?” the man wearing all black asked simply.

“Because I must,” Erol replied. “For the betterment of the Kingdom.”

The man’s eyebrows arched at that. He stood and motioned Erol to follow him, leaving his beer behind.

They left the Roaming Pig and traveled deeper into the seedy confines of Dockside. The buildings grew less organized as if a tornado had set them down in some haphazard, jumbled puzzle. Erol soon recognized his clothing was more out of place the deeper he went, the denizens of this part of the town with nothing more than rags to warm and hide their bodies. Eyes folloed the Pontifex. If he were to die today, these would be the last people to see him.

After producing a key and unlocking the door, his companion moved into a squat, windowless house that looked weighed down by the poverty around it. He deftly lit a lantern, the flame revealing a simple room devoid of furniture. A rusty iron ring set into the stone floor waited, and the man pulled it open to reveal a set of stairs that faded beyond the light’s reach.

“Once we go in, silence is the rule. Do you consent?”

Erol nodded. It was too late to turn back now.

Holding the lantern in front of him like a talisman against evil, the man in black moved into the hole. Cold air washed over them, the darkness behind Erol a silent predator unable to capture them while the lantern blazed. After a dozen stairs, the men came to solid ground and began walking forward, the lantern revealing they were surrounded on all sides by clay and rock bolstered by thick wooden beams. Dampness hung on the air like a wet blanket and water trickled its song into the distance. The walls were carved out of the living land, and moisture glistened on them as though sweating. The reek of poverty dissipated and was replaced by the metallic scent of iron and water. Erol hunkered deep into his thin cloak as if it would not only protect him from his environment but also from his decision to come here.

The men crossed a series of intersecting passages that bled away into their dark destinations. The man in black turned down many of the new branches, twisting and turning Erol through a maze of tunnels that all appeared very similar. The path they were on was designed to disorient a person, a labyrinth of complexity an inexperienced person would never be able to navigate successfully. As a Pontifex of Godwyn Keep, every twist, how many steps he had taken, and the number of breaths between passages was Erol’s to know. He feigned confusion; for the ruffian to realize he knew where to travel would bring Erol unwanted attention.

After almost an hour, they came to a set of stairs leading to a trap door as similar as their first and the hundred to come after it. Erol waited as the man pushed through. Torchlight flooded the stairway, and the two men ascended into it. Erol had come to his destination.

They emerged into what appeared to be a dry cellar. Light from several burning torches revealed shelves of dusty wine bottles filling the area. Crates and other boxed goods were stacked against the right wall along with an old sleigh bed frame mostly covered by white sheets. The musty smell of confinement hung on the air, but the cellar was neat and tidy and warmer than the tunnels that ran beneath it. On Erol’s left, a wide opening in the wall led to a series of shadowy cells. Across the room, a wooden stairway disappeared into the upper floors of the building, inviting Erol to climb.

The sound of shifting wood cracked like a whip behind them, and with quick reflex a soncrist of protection rose to Erol’s lips but did not venture forth.

Sitting in a chair and leaning forward with a wide bearded face was a fat man with a crossbow pointed at them. He shot them a grin and raised the weapon out of harm’s way. Erol’s companion nodded to the sentry. For the owner of the house to guard the cellar entry to his home, he must be someone of import and wealth—someone whose personal security was of the utmost importance, one he was willing to pay for.

The Pontifex heard the clank of chains and a low, sustained moan. As the two men moved from the tunnel opening and toward the stairs, the source of the whimper came into view—a young girl, dirtied from head to foot and covered with overly large clothing, was in one of the cells that ran back into the darkness. Two other inert forms lay separately within their own cells, no signs of life from them. On the wall facing them hung instruments with jagged edges, curved blades, leather straps, and sharpened knives. They were all clean and glimmered in the torchlight. The girl was not aware of her viewer, lost in her own haze of pain and anguish. Anger at the prisoners’ treatment rose inside Erol; revulsion gripped him, fueled by his disdain. The Watchman had fascinations of a very dark nature, one the Pontifex did not approve of.

The rogue ignored the cells and moved up the stairway. Erol followed, trying unsuccessfully to dispel the vision of what he had just witnessed. He had to remain focused and not become involved.

At the top of the stairs, his guide touched a simple latch on the side of the wall. The door swung open silently. The two men stepped into an extravagant setting of colorful furniture, rugs of the finest weaving, and decorations set against white granite walls. Glass sculptures of lithe figures dancing were sprinkled about the room and vases filled with purple orchids and white lilies adorned a long table. There were no windows, but two closed doors faced one another. It was an immaculate and beautiful room, the expenditure of money it took to conceive it reserved for kings and wealthy entrepreneurs.

As he shut the door and before he left the room, the guide said, “Take a seat.”

Turning back, Erol realized the door he had walked through was no door; it was a portion of the wall hidden, holding a giant mirror that reflected the Pontifex’s shabby attire back to him. The room Erol had assumed was a cellar was a secret room, one only found by someone aware of its existence. Why a crossbow-wielding, overweight sentry guarded a secret room, Erol did not know, but he knew the crime lord of Dockside and Aris Shae would never leave himself vulnerable to enemies, not even from an avenue as unlikely as the tunnel. Caution, Erol knew, was sometimes worthy of extra resources.

While he sat in the room alone, Erol scratched the stubble he had let grow. Waiting patiently was not one of his strong suits.

Just as he was beginning to think he had been abandoned, a Feyr entered the far door and sat with fluid grace in the chair across from the Pontifex. He had white hair as all Feyr did, but it was cut very short—the length uncharacteristic of his fair race and revealing his exotic ears. His thin features, high cheekbones, arched eyebrows, and lavender eyes—the color was even more pronounced by the purple silk vest that shimmered against his clean white shirt—gave him a regal appearance. A faint scar on his chin marred an otherwise flawless face.

Nothing about the man suggested crime. To the contrary, Erol knew most wealthy individuals just hid their criminal atrocities better than most. It was certainly the case here.

The leader of Aris Shae’s criminal underworld had not taken his eyes off Erol, and the Pontifex met them boldly, courage the only thing that might save him today.

“I know who you are,” Erol began, his voice even and strong.

“Yes, it is truly dizzying intellect how you came to your conclusion. Thieves and cutthroats bringing you to me could only mean one thing—I am a criminal myself.”

“No. You are the leader of the criminal underworld known as the Watchman, true, but you are more as well. You are a Watchman of the Order of the Kirzan Knights.”

The Feyr was still, his face emotionless. “I should have you killed right now.”

In response, Erol slid the coin-like medallion across the marble table.

The Feyr examined it. “Where’d you get this?” he asked coldly.

“There were three of them, medallions forged at the outset of the War of the Kingdoms. The death of Aerom—among other things—brought peace, and helped end that terrible war, but three positions were created within the Order of the Kirzan Knights to oversee and protect the new faith’s beginning.

“History—even archaic history—can be learned,” the Feyr said.

Erol was undeterred. “These men were given the medallions as signs of their office. Centuries later, when Godwyn Keep was secure and the faith was ensured survival, the ninth Pontiff of Godwyn Keep decided that a system of checks and balances was needed to ensure a War similar to the last would never happen again. It was decided that three men—each given the name Watchman—would disappear as to never be bribed, and their legacy would be to secretly ensure no one nation became so powerful as to overthrow the others.”

The Feyr nodded. “A Pontiff can be killed, the High King can be twisted to evil.”

“But these three offices would hide and stay in constant contact with one another. As time marched on, those three were lost and became myth, only a select few knowing the truth.” Erol paused. “You are one of the three,” Erol stated.

The Feyr stood and walked around the table, his eyes burrowing into Erol’s. “You still haven’t answered my question.”

“This medallion was stolen centuries ago from one of you. It eventually ended up at Godwyn Keep due to its historical relevance to the faith. I merely took it.”

“Then you are either part of Godwyn Keep, or you are an accomplished thief.”

“I am someone who desires exactly what you do,” Erol said. “I’m just willing to give back what is rightfully yours.”

“My duty is to my own power, not to a man who bribed with baubles from the past.”

“And that power includes those poor souls chained below and tortured for your own amusement?”

The eyes of the Feyr seethed. “I can’t deny they serve a certain gratification. All of them have wounded the Kingdom in some way. They shouldn’t have crossed me.” He pointed at Erol with a slim finger. “You shouldn’t cross me.”

Erol remained seated, even though his soul burned to confront his arrogant host. “Regardless of the bravado, you still maintain a finger on the Kingdom’s pulse. Unrest is bad for business and is a symptom of a larger issue.”

“What is it you want?”

“There’s a mark I’d like you to take care of—a death needed to maintain your forbearers’ doctrine.”

“Business is good,” the Feyr said, standing straight. “Why complicate that for a murder? I’m not in the habit of multiplying my own work, nor sticking out unnecessary necks for the vanity of a single man.”

“And what if the power was to shift too much in one direction?” Erol leaned forward. “Would you end the situation as your office is directed?”

“I would, if there was such a shift to occur.”

It was time for Erol to end this conversation. “Blackrhein Reach.”

“The King of Blackrhein Reach is dead,” the Feyr laughed hollowly. “His kingdom is in tatters and is no threat. If that is what you want, Errich’s nasty pleasures already did him in.”

“His Kingdom is more vital than you think. Even now the late King’s wife has claimed the throne as the Woman King. She means to consolidate her power by gathering the other pagan clans and launching an assault on the Kingdom.”

“And how would you know this?” The Feyr’s eyebrows arched. “Who sent you?”

“I know this because it is the truth,” Erol dodged. “I want her dead.”

“Why do you want this?” the Feyr asked, fingering the medallion into thin air.

Erol was quiet for only a moment. “Revenge,” he said simply.

“At least I know I can trust that answer. Any other would have been a lie.”

Erol rose to leave when the Feyr stopped him. “What did you think of my dungeons?”

“I wasn’t given the tour,” Erol said indifferently. This was not a discussion he wanted to become involved in.

“Well, those that have wronged me or my business end up there. It’s not a very nice place.” He looked down at his manicured nails. “I thrive not from their pain but from the giving of atonement—the rich, the wealthy, those who feel they are more than what they are. I say this to remind you because if you are setting me up, I will come after you.”

Erol ignored him. “Queen Cwen is a threat, one larger than her husband ever would be.”

The Feyr nodded, opening the main door to leave. “We’ll see. In the meantime, if you happen to find your way here again, I will see to it you won’t ever again find your way out.”

Erol left to find his escort. If the Watchman did his job, Erol would not have to.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 19


 


After nearly a week of waiting for the old man to regain enough strength to travel, Sorin Westfall joined Relnyn and Thomas as they left Lockwood early one morning under the cover of darkness. Sorin was overjoyed at the prospect of leaving. The Giant city was a haven of solitude and the weather had been beautiful—the summer sunshine warm and inviting—but he had rarely left his room, the community disquieted by the events the night of the Solstice Dance. Oryn had thought it best for Sorin to stay out of sight so as not to attract attention. Sorin had therefore passed his time with Relnyn and Berylyn, learning more about Lockwood and Giants behind closed doors.

Oryn was the only Giant seeing them off. Words were not spoken; they were not needed. As the men packed their new supplies into their saddlebags and Thomas verified his belongings were in order, Sorin looked back at Lockwood. For all of his misgivings about being effectively imprisoned, the city had given him relief from his troubled life. Now he was leaving that security, venturing back into a dangerous world that had taken so much from him. Safety was a luxury he was sure to miss.

Relnyn nodded to Oryn before turning to cross the dewy grass toward the tree bridge and the trail beyond. Sorin climbed into his saddle, and Creek whickered beneath his master, happy to be on the move after the week of dormancy. The Giants took good care of the horse, but Creek had nuzzled Sorin the moment they had met again. Creek was his oldest friend now, always sure and strong.

Thomas said nothing and gave no final look back, wheeling his horse around to follow Relnyn. Thomas had barely spoken since he had awakened, choosing to keep his thoughts to himself while he healed. He had grown more distant than usual, and although Berylyn had saved him from the dragon poison, the old man had shown no gratitude. Oryn’s words about Thomas haunted Sorin; if the old man was indeed looking for an end to his life, how could he be trusted? A man that damaged would not only be a danger to himself but to those around him as well.

They traveled out of the Sentinel valley by a different route than they had come, Relnyn leading them into the mountains southwest of Lockwood. The moon had dropped beneath the horizon earlier in the night, and the stars were their only light. The sun was still buried deep in the horizon, but soon its rising would light their way and resuscitate the land’s vibrant color once more.

Sorin patted Creek’s shoulder and thought about Artiq. The horse had vanished, disappeared so completely into the night that it had left no discernible tracks out of the valley. The Giants had looked everywhere but found nothing, only adding to the mystique surrounding the reanimation of a stone horse steeped in legend. They expected Sorin to have answers. Even Oryn saw a correlation he believed was true. All Sorin knew was Artiq—a statue he truly believed had once been the ancient horse from the Codex—had saved him by coming to life and gruesomely destroying the jerich’s host body. All else was uncertain and questionable.

When Sorin was growing up, his father had been looked upon as a strong member of the Thistledon community. But one winter, an illness had swept through the remote area, infecting many. Sorin’s mother had been one of them. She was delusional most of the time, and the sweat had run off her in rivulets. By that time, several people had already died and whispers of plague circulated, but his father remained resolute. Untiring, Arvel cared for her every moment—his spirit bolstered by the fight Catha put up—until after two weeks her fever finally dissipated.

Pastor Hadlin said it was a miracle she survived; Sorin’s father had disagreed. Catha Westfall was the strongest person he knew, he had said to the Pastor, and it was her own strength of heart and her love for her family that saved her. When his son asked why it was not a miracle, Arvel argued a miracle cheapened the strength of his mother. Calling an event a miracle when there were other—albeit unverifiable—explanations was a simple man’s answer to the wonders of the world.

The transforming of stone into living flesh was a miracle. It defied the rational. For Oryn to believe Sorin a messiah defied believability—Sorin was barely an adult and had not exhibited any power or authority. It would take a miracle larger and more wondrous than the one that brought Artiq to life to convince Sorin he was anything but a normal boy from Thistledon.

The group remained silent for most of the morning, Relnyn choosing to push them hard through the mountain passes. The Giant moved forward with long strides, his staff a blur of movement as it caught the ground, and even when Thomas had been crippled and dying in his arms, Relnyn had not displayed the concentration or focus he did now.

In the late afternoon, just as amassing clouds brought probable rain, Relnyn pulled up as he crested a forested hill and leaned on his staff while scanning the horizon. 

In the distance, across a wide, low-cut valley, the reason why the Giant had pulled up was obvious—a dust cloud swirled in the air at the west end of the plain, the brown dust rising high before finally settling. As he watched, the cloud appeared to be moving through the middle of the valley, a writhing, brown maelstrom heading southeast.

“What is it?” Sorin asked, breaking the silence.

“Riders,” Thomas said, squinting into the far distance. “A lot of them.”

Then the angry sound of dozens of horses’ hooves breaking the dry land apart came to them, furious and unrelenting. Sorin was surprised to see so many riders grouped with such organization, moving at a fast trot. He had rarely seen more than four riders together. Here there were hundreds of them, the dust so thick it swallowed all but the front few who escaped the plain’s rebuttal at the riders’ trespass. The sound grew louder as the three travelers watched, the forest sounds drifting off into the background and suffocated by the great rumbling.

“It is a large group,” Relnyn affirmed, a light sheen of sweat dampening his forehead. “Do you have any idea of how many, Thomas?”

“Five columns at the very least, numbering anywhere between four and five hundred total. It’s difficult to tell from this distance, and the amount of dust they are kicking up only obscures their true number more.”

“Well, who are they?” Sorin wondered out loud.

Thomas swatted flies away from his horse’s head. “From their front standard, I’d say they are Kingdom warden. I can see the barest glimpse of red on white. But there is another standard next to it. It may be that of Godwyn Keep.”

“Both together?” Sorin said, peering at the riders. “I always thought they were separate bodies with their own guard.”

Thomas shrugged. “It is unusual, but not unheard of. For such a contingent of Kingdom and Godwyn Keep troops to exist, there must be a serious conflict in the east.”

“The land is on the move,” Relnyn broke in. “Perhaps what we heard in A’lum has come true—La Zandia has rebelled and war is upon the Kingdom’s own provinces. The High King moves to end it.”

“Maybe,” Thomas said huskily, and Sorin thought he detected a snicker. “We’ll know more when get to Aris Shae. News will be as thick as molasses there if a war is breaking.”

Aris Shae. It held so much promise in Sorin’s mind. He might find the answers he sought. But Thomas conveyed such certainty about finding those answers that it unnerved Sorin. The old man was so sure, in fact, that Sorin suspected Thomas already knew what Sorin would uncover. Anger blossomed within. Only broaching the subject would get Sorin what he needed; only a discussion would reveal the truth.

“Thomas,” Sorin said, trying to keep desperation from entering his voice, “you have to tell me what is going on.”

“I told you already,” the old man growled lowly, his concentration still on the plain. “I don’t know. We’ll know more when we get to the capital.”

“I’m not talking about the riders, Thomas.”

“What do you mean then?” Thomas shot back.

“You’ve been hiding the truth from me since the moment I awoke in your house. My father’s last words were to find you. Why? What could you know or say or do that would be so crucial? You know more than you are telling me.”

“Are you done?” Thomas replied.

“No, I’m not. Even though no one has heard of or seen the jerich in centuries, you seemed to know everything about it—odd since you live in the outskirts of the Kingdom where education is not the norm.”

“And that makes you think I am more than I am?” Thomas shook his head.

“Having the ability to discern and discuss the arrangement and configuration of those troops down there on the plain and recount the history of Godwyn Keep and the Kingdom is no typical feat. The sword you carry wrapped up is a mystery of your past. All of it shows secrecy. And it is all concerning me—otherwise it wouldn’t be an issue.”

With Relnyn watching intently, Thomas glared at Sorin. “You know so little, and you’ve let the Giant leader’s words overcome your common sense. No matter how you perceive me, I am here, and I’ve saved your life. I don’t care to be out here on the road. Don’t imagine I am here out of honor or virtue or even friendship for you—I no longer care for those things. I made a promise—an important promise, one that if not held up will haunt me into my grave.”

Sorin ignored his reply. “Tell me, Thomas.”

“I can’t,” Thomas said stubbornly. “I won’t. I’m not the one to do so.”

“Why not?!” Sorin was furious.

“The time is not right,” Thomas said, his eyes as hard as granite.

“Aris Shae,” Sorin sneered. “What if we don’t make it? If you want to die, do as you wish, just don’t take my chance to hear the truth of my parents’ deaths with you.”

Rather than feed on Sorin’s anger, Thomas became solemn. “You know nothing of what you speak. If you are patient, and care about how you are told, you will undoubtedly come to the resolution you so desperately seek.” Thomas reached across the gulf between them and squeezed Sorin’s shoulder. “Only there will you find what you need.”

Thomas was so forthright the righteous anger pent inside Sorin fizzled and deserted him. Sorin wished he could know what was to come; to guess was an error only the foolhardy made. Perhaps by asking Thomas, Sorin had proven himself to be that fool.

“We shall drop into the plain below,” Relnyn broke in quiety. “But we shall remain on its outermost fringe where it meets the forest. From the old maps I perused in Lockwood, I’m assuming we’ll take the northern Lost Pass?” Thomas nodded. “Good. Before a week is out, if we drive hard, we should make Aris Shae.”

The Giant began his descent on the root-strewn path, his careful, long strides as quick as a trotting horse. Thomas lightly kicked his mount in the flanks and followed, ignoring Sorin.

It was a few moments before Sorin clicked Creek into movement as well.

* * * * *

That evening, with a small campfire stealing light from the shimmering stars, Sorin poked a stick into the fire and watched its end sizzle, smoke, and char into a glowing coal. Thomas lay in his bedroll, exhausted from the ride, his front turned away from the warmth and Sorin’s vantage. Even though the old man had healed and rested at Lockwood, he still was not completely well, and the long day had sapped his strength as easily as any fever could. After a quick dinner of hard bread, cheese, and foraged berries, Thomas had went to bed.

Relnyn had gone out beyond the firelight, a dark hulking shadow sitting on a downed tree, facing the darkness alone.

Sorin shifted uncomfortably on his makeshift wooden seat—trapped between his two companions, caught between the light and the darkness. They had ridden hard the entire day, the landscape shifting incrementally with every hill, mountain, and river they crossed. It had been humid and sticky, the musky scent of both Creek’s and Sorin’s sweat adding to the swelter that had ensconced them, the plain always shifting on his left. The broken boulders, the twisted trees and the mountain range nesting Lockwood were behind them.

Now the grassy expanse of the Waverly Plains was visible, the path the contingent of warden had made a trampled mess through its center. Although Relnyn wanted to leave Lockwood’s mountain range and its cool, night air behind, Thomas argued it was best to leave the mountains in the early morning light and protect their location from possible eyes in the Plains. The Giant had only relented to the old man’s decision when he saw how tired Thomas was, and Sorin noted the companionship the three had once shared was now gone, replaced by a disquieted unrest. They all had demons to deal with, it seemed.

A small crimson coal streaked like a flaming star at his feet. If Sorin could find a way to alleviate the stress his companions felt, he would do so. Relnyn and Thomas were all he had. To lose them would leave Sorin utterly alone. With Thomas already asleep and snoring softly, Sorin rose and sought out Relnyn.

The Giant was a dozen kingsyards away in a tiny clearing on the outskirts of the forest that looked upon the expansive Waverly Plains beyond. Sorin made no attempt to mask his approach; Relnyn had been on edge all day and Sorin did not want to surprise him.

“How are you faring after your little outburst today?” Relnyn asked as Sorin stepped around the side of the log to sit down.

Unhappy this was their first topic, Sorin sighed. “I hate having things withheld from me like I am some incompetent child. I am ashamed to be dragged along without explanation. To be honest, after today, I am somewhat relieved.”

“Relieved that you finally got your word in?”

Sorin nodded, unsure if the Giant could see him or not in the shadows.

“Patience is a difficult thing to come by,” Relnyn said, his form unmoving in the pale light. “Even for those who are wise with age.”

“We’ve gotten to be friends over the last week, right?” Sorin asked.

“Yes, I suppose we are.”

“You’ve been silent since we left Lockwood. Why? Is it Thomas?”

Relnyn released a low chuckle into the darkness. “No, it is not Thomas. He is a stubborn man, unable to see past his own nose. It is not his fault, or, at least, it is not because of anything he has control over. And although I don’t think he trusts me entirely after what happened with Oryn, he still respects me, and that could make all the difference. So no, my silence today was not due to Thomas.”

“Then what is it?” Sorin prodded.

Relnyn ran his fingers lightly over the wood of his staff, his face lost in shadow. “I suppose it takes time to come to terms with the trials life throws one’s way.”

“And what would those be?”

“I don’t know if you’ll understand, Sorin.” It was several moments before Relnyn continued. The night dragged on, and the waning moon moved through the branches of the fir and hemlock that hung over them. Frogs croaked in the distance, a melding of many to form one soothing melody. “If I asked you for the one trait that defines the Ashnyll, what would you say it is?”

Sorin thought about it. “I’d have to say the emphasis you put on preserving life.”

Relnyn looked up into the night sky. “As we already discussed, it has been our philosophy since the War of the Kingdoms to embrace all life, to treat every nuance of nature’s gifts with respect—a respect of admiration and service. An Ashnyll lives this philosophy from the moment of birth, and over the years learns a great deal about nature and our place in it. We are taught to heal and commune with it; we embrace it as it holds us close. It can be coaxed into a union that benefits both itself and Lockwood. To harm any animal, plant, or person is unthinkable—to do so would be like harming oneself. But through it all, the respect is always present, and few Ashnyll have slipped to the barbaric tendencies of my ancient ancestors.

“The Darkrell,” Sorin said. The Giant nodded.

“Before we left Lockwood, Oryn and I had a long discussion. He cares a great deal about you, but he strongly believes now is the time for the Ashnyll to reenter the world. It will not be easy; no matter the culture or the race, change is always a difficult thing to embrace. Oryn is strong and sure of his conviction and the people trust his wisdom. In time, even if it takes decades of slow, methodical exchanges between our races, the Ashnyll will massage old prejudices away. It will take a great deal of effort, but as a beginning Oryn asked me to diplomatically bring this decision to the High King. It is important for him to know of our peaceful intentions. Oryn has sent me because he can trust me.”

Relnyn was leaving something unsaid. “But that’s not the only reason,” Sorin replied.

“No, it isn’t,” Relnyn whispered, looking down at the staff in his hands. “Have you ever done something you know you shouldn’t have yet couldn’t resist it?”

Sorin averted his eyes. “The day my parents died, I promised my father I would come home to help him with a project. Instead, I denied his wishes to stay in town longer with a friend. She wanted me to stay, and even though I knew I needed to go home, I stayed with her. By the time I finally arrived, my parents were dead.”

“I’m sorry to have brought up such painful memories,” Relnyn said. “That was not my intention.”

Sorin shrugged. “I haven’t spoken of it to you. It’s still too fresh.”

It was a long time before Relnyn continued. Sorin sat patiently, listening to the crickets sing in the distance. “Remember when I killed the dragon and later when I wounded the crag cat?” he said finally.

“Yes. You were quite upset about it.” Sorin said.

“Oryn sent me with you because he can trust me, true, but there is another reason. When you returned from the Dym, Oryn and I spoke at length. He told me what you read and shared his own thoughts on the matter. It was at that time he asked me to venture with you into the world, to protect you as well as to bring our message to the Kingdom. At first, I was happy to be asked—it is always an honor for those given the chance to see the world beyond Lockwood. I was excited to leave again, to help my people and be the harbinger of a possible new relationship between the Kingdom and Lockwood.

“There are better choices in Lockwood to be made—Ashnyll with stronger diplomatic and communication skills, Ashnyll with a stronger knowledge of our history and how we might proceed in a new world. Other than the fact that you and I have already shared a small amount of time together, it should have been another in my place, one more qualified.”

“What was his answer?” Sorin asked, deeply interested.

“When I pressed him, Oryn looked at me gravely and told me the truth. He is not one given to deceit or lies, and he wanted me to leave Lockwood knowing full well why I was chosen. It is important to him to be upstanding and fair.”

“Yes?” Sorin gently prompted.

“Events have come to us, events that might end in battle, even bloodshed. We’ve already seen it. What I learned at A’lum about the uprising in La Zandia might have ramifications far beyond the south, and the threat of Grymshade to your life almost guarantees an attack will happen again.” Relnyn’s voice dropped until it was barely audible. “Oryn didn’t pick me because of our connection or because I am the best for it—he picked me because I’ve already tasted anger and used it, and he didn’t want to corrupt anyone else.”

Sorin heard the pain in Relnyn’s voice, a pain that went deep into the Giant’s heart. To have his beliefs—his cultural identity—questioned by his good friend and leader must have been a difficult thing for him to take, to be told he was like the Darkrell. It was a pain born of the acknowledgment Relnyn was like his ancestors who attempted to enslave the entire world in darkness. Sorin knew Relnyn was devastated from the admonishment.

“That isn’t terrible, Relnyn,” Sorin noted softly. “You are more than that.”

The Giant shook his head. “It is. As Ashnyll, we take great pride in our pacifistic life. We work hard at preserving all forms of life. It is so ingrained in us that it is hard to believe anything else is possible. But I killed a dragon, Sorin, and I essentially killed the crag cat. Oryn read it on me as easily as you can see that fire behind us. I ache inside at the knowledge that I might not be any better than those enslaved by the Wrathful—not better than the Darkrell who stain our lives.”

“But both times you helped others to live, Relnyn. There was no other way. It was your help that prevented deaths. You can’t deny that.”

“I don’t, Sorin. I do not regret how the events transpired.”

“Then why are you letting it weigh you down?”

Relnyn turned to look at Sorin, his eyes glimmering saucers. “Because, Sorin, I liked it.”

Both grew quiet. They sat together in the silent darkness for a long time before either of them went to bed.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 20


 


When Relnyn began his final descent from Lost Pass to the bottom of the Chilbrook Mountains, Sorin was overcome with conflicting feelings of wonder coupled with vertigo. They had begun their climb the previous day, leaving the far-reaching Waverly Plains behind, and Sorin found himself holding his breath more than once. At times, the pass trail was so thin a horse could barely make its way. Whether reeling from the sheer, plummeting drops or his racing heart, panic became Sorin’s new companion. Creek seemed to not notice the precarious situation they were in, slowly plodding after Relnyn. Like Creek, Thomas did not seem to notice either, as if he had done it before and knew it to be perfectly safe. All Sorin could do was hold onto his horse’s reins and hope for the best.

The weather remained sunny although the air cooled to a comfortable level the higher they traveled. On either side of the trail, unassailable mountain peaks with jagged edges rose in the distance, mottled with patches of blinding whiteness. The snow was a glacier like those in the Krykendaals, the Chilbrook’s beauty softening his discomfort.

Their passage through the Waverly Plains had been uneventful. They mostly followed the trail of the Aris Shae group, the swath of downed grass a sure sign Relnyn was heading in the right direction. Some small birds, a menagerie of snakes, and an occasional badger were the only eyes privy to their passage.

Before Relnyn lead them into the Chilbrooks and through Lost Pass, Thomas halted their steady progression for information in a small town named Brownsmead. It subsisted on the needs of pass-travelers, harboring several dozen people who excelled in gathering information as they did supplies. When Thomas had returned from the town, he confirmed the riders they had seen were indeed Aris Shae and Godwyn Keep warden sent to a fracturing La Zandia.

“They were pressed for time,” Relnyn said once Thomas was done.

“It is the only explanation,” Thomas replied, looking back the way they had come. “Only significant and dire events could force a guard leader to move with haste across Lost Pass.”

Sorin did not understand. “Why do you say that?”

“Lost Pass is a single-horse pass,” the old man answered, squinting into the rising mountains as if somehow confirming it. “It is a treacherous way to get through, but it cuts two weeks off any journey into the heart of the Kingdom. Staken Pass is leagues to the south and although safer, takes longer.”

“Did the person you spoke to know what was happening?” Relnyn asked.

“He didn’t know particulars, but apparently the rumor is some ancient figurehead has risen in La Zandia, using dark magic to sway the populace and build an army of his own to rival the Kingdom. The soldiers were on the move to bolster the High King’s presence there.”

“Do you think that’s true?” Sorin asked. 

“I don’t believe the part about magic; soldiers are a superstitious lot to begin with and aren’t privy to the actual truth. But there is definitely something stirring there. As you said, Relnyn, to brave Lost Pass with a contingent that large, it must be something serious indeed.”

Now, Sorin understood why moving that many warriors through the pass was a bold move to make even during the summer. As soon as they reached the summit of Lost Pass, they spent half a day traveling along sheer cliffs—sometimes on both sides—dropping into the depths of shadows and darkness. It was a difficult trek for a lone rider, let alone a hurried group. But thankfully the group of riders had just recently traversed the pass—there was no debris, fallen trees, or boulders blocking their path as a result. Nothing gave Relnyn cause to turn around. The way had been fairly easy for the three companions, but Sorin would never want to attempt the pass in the fall or winter.

With the worst behind him now, Sorin relaxed as he rode Creek and saw dark green forests and rolling hills that spread from the base of the Chilbrook Mountains toward the west like a lush blanket. In the far distance, a pinprick of white flashed at them, shimmering in the day’s heat.

“Aris Shae,” Thomas said to Sorin as if reading his mind. “The palace is built from mostly white granite, a gift from the Feyr after the War of the Kingdoms ended. The rest of the city was built up around the palace in those following centuries, until most of the northern hillside became covered. Now Aris Shae is one of the largest cities in the Kingdom.”

Sorin still could not see anything other than the alabaster gleam. He was suddenly reminded of a time sitting on another hill that overlooked the lands, this one near Thistledon. He sat with Brys Oldten, enjoying her company even as his family was murdered. It was there, on that hillside, she had said she wanted to travel, to see the world, to discover the things she had only read about in books. Sorin remembered thinking he had no such aspirations—his life was in Thistledon with his parents. With that life taken from him, Sorin had done the very thing Brys had wanted to do, and he was sad she was not there to share it with him.

A pang of regret filled him. Pastor Hadlin was dead, and Brys was one more casualty of the madness that swirled around Sorin. He hoped one day to see her again and absolve the guilt he felt at Hadlin’s death.

“What darkens your mood, Sorin?” Relnyn asked. The Giant was looking at him.

“Pastor Hadlin,” he said simply.

“His death was not your fault, Sorin,” Thomas grumbled. “He was weak to be overcome by the jerich’s evil.”

“I just wish…” Sorin began.

“You could have saved him?” Thomas said. “Wishes are like the breeze—they come and go.”

The sun stared them straight in the face as it set, and Sorin shielded his eyes to protect his passage. The group continued their descent, the danger not yet over. Thomas and Sorin moved their mounts slowly to prevent injury by misstep. Cliffs fell off to their left, the grade so steep nothing would prevent a person from falling to their death. Short, twisted trees clung to vertical slabs of rock, burrowing in until their roots shattered their foundation. Despite the fear of falling that accosted him, the knowledge Sorin was nearing the end of this journey steadied him.

The trail started to broaden and lose its deadly pitfalls as Aris Shae slowly vanished into the horizon, a victim to the group entering a heavily wooded forest of hemlock, alder, and oak. The stagnant heat had returned but it was losing its tenacity as the vital sun slid into the west. Sorin was unaccustomed to the continuous humid heat; the summers in Thistledon were warm but not uncomfortable, the land’s altitude and proximity to the snowy Krykendaals the reason the air stayed cool and enjoyable even at the pinnacle of summer.

Sorin turned to Thomas. “How long will it take us to reach Aris Shae?”

“If we push hard into the evening tonight and rise at first light, we will arrive late tomorrow afternoon,” Thomas said, his tone flat and devoid of feeling. He went back to ignoring everything around him.

Sorin wondered what was happening in Thomas’s mind. He had been quiet coming over the pass, giving no advice to Relnyn at all as had become customary. Thomas was a prisoner of his own design, imprisoned by memories and thoughts Sorin could not comprehend. He wondered if he would ever know the true story behind the internal destruction of his friend; he wondered if Thomas even cared who he was anymore.

* * * * *

Watering Creek and resting his tired body from the day’s journey, Sorin gazed across the flat, grassy plain at Aris Shae. The city gleamed in the sunset, a swath of oranges, lavenders, and reds stretched far and wide across the sky. The spires of the main palace punctuated the colorful sky and absorbed all of those colors at once, lifting from the city as if to ward off the night. Aris Shae lay quietly beneath it all, already draped in shadow. Even at this distance, the arousal of bright bits of torch flame within the windows of the squat buildings pushing up against the palace flared to life as if seeking a way into its grandeur. Although the wonders of the west were known in tales, he had never seen such a sight, and the mammoth scene frightened him with its complexity just as a part of him was adamantly driven to unlock its secrets.

Relnyn finished making camp within the darkening fringe of Grifforn Forest. They had stopped the previous night at the base of the Chilbrook Mountains and continued onward at first light. Their passage through the forest from Lost Pass had gone quickly, the dirt path wider than the mountain pass and smoothed over by centuries of travelers. Relnyn had remained quiet, a prisoner to his own fears and doubts. The Giant’s acknowledgment of his own angry nature weighed heavily on his mind, and Sorin doubted his friend would come to any conclusions about it until he was faced with adversity again.

Thomas had also grown pervasively more silent, the lines of his perpetual frown growing deeper and more rigid the closer they got to Aris Shae. The capital city unsettled the old man, and Sorin could almost see the conflict that stirred behind Thomas’s dark mien. If not for his promise, Thomas would not have come here.

With the sun gone and the stars beginning to peek out from their black velvet firmament, Thomas approached Sorin—his hair wilder in the failing light than Sorin had ever seen it—and looked at him with a critical mote in his blue eyes.

“Ready?” Thomas questioned simply, holding his horse’s reins and turning his eyes on Aris Shae with what Sorin thought to be a peculiar and apprehensive grimace.

Sorin nodded, mounting Creek. He turned to Relnyn. “We’ll be back soon.”

“Take care of each other,” the Giant said, his eyes grave. “A city that large has more than its share of wicked seeds and rotten fruit.”

“We’ll be fine,” Thomas growled. He pulled himself up into his horse’s saddle and wheeled away into the openness that surrounded Aris Shae.

With a final wave to Relnyn, Sorin turned to follow Thomas. The Giant would stay behind, his massive stature a presence they could neither hide nor easily explain. To Thomas’s knowledge, no Giant had ever set foot in Aris Shae, and to do so now would raise suspicions they could ill afford. Instead, he would await their return on the outskirts of the Grifforn, and after Sorin met with Thomas’s contact, the old man reassured Relnyn the High King would learn of Lockwood’s needs and address them with the Giant.

The high grass of the plain brushed against Sorin’s leather boots as Creek sliced a swath through the lowlands just outside the capital city. Rather than riding directly toward Aris Shae, Thomas led Sorin north at an angle until the land rose steadily and they left the golden wheat fields for the emerald grass of the hills. A massive body of water glimmered on their left, surrounded by land on three sides. He caught a tang on the wind and realized it was salty sea air. 

Far across the water and sitting at the jutting pinnacle of rock was a series of towers silhouetted against the bruised, western sky. The stone of the fortress seemed to be the same rock with which the immense palace of Aris Shae was built, but it glowed with a preternatural light that drew Sorin’s gaze and would not let him go. Even though it was far in the distance, the keep was as large as the Kingdom’s capital palace, and it dominated the long bluff, as solid and impenetrable as the stone it sat upon.

“It is Godwyn Keep,” Thomas offered, his voice sounding old and tired. “It sits on the peninsula that juts out into the sea and helps form one side of the Bay of Reverence, the body of water you see there.” The old man pointed back toward the capital city. “And at Aris Shae’s base lies Dockside, a wharf town sprouted from the needs of those who live within the city. Two millennia ago, all of this as far as the eye can see was decimated land and obliterated forest, ravaged by the genocidal armies of the Wrathful. And on that hilltop, where the palace stands, is where Aerom is said to have sacrificed himself to stop evil from overcoming the world.”

“You don’t believe it happened?” Sorin asked.

Thomas did not turn in his saddle. “I only believe what I see on my own, Sorin. Nothing else matters anymore.”

The disbelief and disdain in Thomas’s voice bothered Sorin. It was obvious Thomas had not only lost faith in himself but that he had in the All Father as well. Thomas was a shell only, his spirit long since withered and on the brink of disappearing completely. His beliefs would never be revived unless a drastic event turned him back. It still unsettled Sorin that someone could be that devastated by life’s tribulations, an entire existence of empty anger and fixated spite. But if Thomas had still been taking part in Godwyn services in Thistledon, maybe all was not lost. Sorin just hoped whatever had ruined the old man would not come back to face him now.

Aris Shae loomed above them. Even as it finally fell under the spell of nightfall, the city was still quite visible, the orange and yellow light of candles chiseling the city into stark relief. It sprawled across the large hillside that overlooked the bay and surrounding countryside. Behind it to the north, the hillside transformed into a craggy, natural shield of the Chilbrook Mountains.

As the men approached, Sorin saw that a wall surrounded Aris Shae, but its southern and eastern sections had been hidden from him until now. At some point, the capital city had grown too large to hold its entire people within its protective stone curtain. They had spilled over to the south and west, toward the bay, until the wall had nearly disappeared next to the homes, trade shops, inns, and taverns. Here they would not have to wade through the denizens outside the city proper to gain access to their destination, offering them a better chance of going unnoticed.

“Once we are within the city walls, do not speak. Even though we are entering on this side, away from Dockside and its criminal element, we must still be cautious. There are ears everywhere listening for bits and pieces of information to sell. This is a very different situation for you than your country upbringing can comprehend, at least right now, and we only have one chance at doing this right.”

Sorin ignored the rancor. “Who are we seeing? You said it’s someone you trust to give answers, but what does that mean exactly?”

The old man chuckled without merriment. “Still you don’t trust me?”

“You haven’t given me reason to.”

The old man continued on his horse, and the city grew ever larger at their approach. “I just want to know, that’s all,” Sorin added.

“Then trust me when I say this woman may hold the answers. Then again, she may not and this might be all for nothing.”

Sorin looked out toward the south; he could barely make out the swirling, flat colors of the sea as it glowed with the last light of the sun. He had never seen a body of water of this magnitude, and he wanted very much to drive Creek around the city to glimpse the spectacular view beyond the peninsula. It would have to wait.

Thomas led him to a large double-door gate that faced east, only half of the entrance open to the world without. Three men wearing the shiny steel breastplates and weaponry of warden watched the two approach under the blossomed light of flickering torches, preparing to close the gate completely for the night. The guards gave Sorin and Thomas an earnest appraising look but let them pass unhindered and without question. The gate swallowed Sorin, dwarfed by the city that surrounded him. Creek’s hooves met smooth cobblestone, the horse’s passage echoing off of the buildings that encircled them. Sorin had come such a long way to discover the truth. Now he would get the answers he sought.

The gate closed behind them with a booming finality, spooking Creek into a high squeal of surprise. Everything was as new and different as Sorin had expected—the buildings were squashed together to save room and formed veritable walls of their own, multi-colored signs hung from building fronts to entice patrons, and the palace towers punctured the sky with mighty authority. A prickle on the edge of his awareness, a voice remembered in the far past or a smell he could not quite place, teasingly kept itself outside the range of memory. It was the drone of voices in the distance; it was the dying smell of that morning’s baked bread mingling with the rancid odors of the deep alleyways. There was something familiar and yet altogether alien about Aris Shae.

Thomas was already moving through the wide street, unwavering in the pursuit of completing his promise. The buildings came in different sizes, shapes, and styles, the majority well kept and only a few dwindling in decadent negligence. Growing familiar with his new environment, Sorin picked out the subtle differences that marked each building—some were built with a simple, solid appreciation for workmanship that Thistledon’s buildings reflected. Some buildings were tall and lean, marked by curved roofs and rounded windows and doors; others were rounded in a style he did not recognize.

The people in the street were as different as the buildings. Even in the darkness, men, women, and children went about their business. They walked, they rode horses, some carried items, most seemed to have direction and a reason for being out at night. They entered and exited taverns, inns, and homes. Clothing was the only way Sorin could distinguish a person’s station. He saw few beggars, and those he did see seemed to vanish immediately, the emptying streets no place for the wretched poor to gain society’s handouts. Momentary curiosity occasionally met Sorin, but the people saw nothing more than a boy with his grandfather visiting one of the largest cities in the known world and so just as quickly turned away.

“So many people,” Sorin whispered.

“You haven’t seen the half of it,” Thomas said.

After traveling deep into the city, Thomas came to an inn called The Sleepy Drunk. It had the look of an older establishment—the paint faded, the roof sagging, and the thick oak door beaten around its bottom from decades of boots upon it—but the windows were intact and clean and the bell on the door still tinkled. A blaze of light and voices penetrated the night, inviting others in for the food, drink, and revelry only an inn can possess.

Thomas led his horse to a stable area beside the inn and pulled some items from his saddle, including the bundled sword. After giving the stable hand a coin and instructions, Sorin and Thomas entered a side door of The Sleepy Drunk and were met by bright candlelight, raucous laughter, and the heady smell of a thick, simmering stew lingering with human sweat.

Those closest to the door turned to the newcomers but seeing nothing of interest, quickly went back to their affairs. Awkwardness stole over Sorin as he followed Thomas past the two-dozen tables, the room’s din of conversation, merriment, and stench suffocating as the old man approached the solid bar at the room’s center.

“What can I do ya for?” a short, middle-aged man asked, his graying hair greased back and stubbly jowls hanging low beneath his chin.

“We need a room for the night.”

The barkeep looked closely at the two. “Been here before?”

“A few times, long ago.”

“Look familiar.” It was said almost as an accusation.

“You don’t.” Thomas towered over the sallow barkeep.

The man shrugged and placed a key on the bar.

Thomas threw down a handful of coins. “Have your kitchen send up two meals.”

The barkeep nodded, his watery blue eyes squinting at the two of them as they turned to wade their way through the common room, up a set of sturdy stairs, and onto the second floor of the building.

Halfway down the first hallway, Thomas wriggled the key into a lock and entered the room. It was small, containing a lone bed, a cot folded in the corner, and two wooden chairs set around a tiny round table. A single-paned window admitted the barest of illumination from the city.

As they settled in the room, Thomas said, “I want you going nowhere near the inn’s main room. There are characters there that would just as soon cut you wide open as spit on you.”

“It didn’t seem that bad to me.”

“Well, it is,” Thomas snapped.

Sitting together at the table, they ate a meager meal of stew and bread sent up from the kitchen. Thomas sopped the remnants of his stew with the last of his bread. “In the morning, we will make our way to the woman I told you of. When you are finished, we will contact the palace and send a message to the High King on Relnyn’s behalf. That is all we can do for the Giant. Then we can be finally gone from this place.”

“It’s too late to visit this woman now?”

“It’s never too late for her. But it is for me. We came in under darkness to escape notice. Now that we are here, we will wait on the morrow for the meeting.”

Sorin thought about the fight he had had with Thomas. The old man had done so much for him and still he pressed for the truth. Even though Thomas claimed the contrary, Sorin did not believe for a moment that the old man did not care for him in some small measure. He had always thought he was patient, not as quick to fight or judge as some of the others his age, but he had grown angry at the obvious deception he was forced to endure. Sorin no longer wanted vengeance; he just wanted to know and understand how his parents’ deaths had come to pass. If he could learn that, he might be able to protect himself from the jerich and lead a normal life.

After they finished their meals and Sorin opened the small cot to sleep, a knock at the door startled him. Thomas produced a dirk and moved to the door on cat’s paws. After a few moments, he opened the door a crack to look out. Sorin waited, barely breathing.

The old man stepped aside and a tall, lithe figure in a hooded black cloak entered the room. The figure lowered the cowl, revealing a woman with shoulder-cropped brown hair with red highlights that absorbed the light and shimmered like fire. She was pale but a smattering of light freckles populated the skin around her nose and gave her a youthful look. She held herself with unforgiving authority, her pointed chin high and her shoulders set back and strong. An air of importance swirled about her.

Thomas was surprised at first, and then quickly annoyed as the woman flashed hand signals at him with thin, delicate hands. His fingers responded in a flickering blur. Sorin wondered what else the old man hid from him.

As their hand gestures became erratic and frenzied, the tension in the room reached a fevered pitch. The woman soon dropped her hands within her cloak and said, “He requests your presence. Now”

Contempt laced Thomas’s voice. “I no longer care for his requests.”

“There are those who could make it happen, sir,” she said, eyes flashing.

Sorin barely breathed. Someone with her bearing very well could have a group of men waiting outside if Thomas did not acquiesce to the request.

“You’d cause a scene?”

The woman shrugged, her expressive green eyes never leaving the old man.

“I should have known better,” Thomas said. “And you are his new lapdog then?”

“If you want to put it that way, that’s fine by me. I still have a duty to fulfill. The attempt on his life a few weeks ago placed a blanket of caution over all of Aris Shae.”

Interest sparked in Thomas before it was quickly dowsed. “It’s too bad whoever tried didn’t succeed, I say.”

She ignored him. “We still have items to speak of, in private.”

As Sorin really studied her, he saw she was young, near his age or a few winters older. Her language, body position, and stature were the mannerisms of an older woman with mature authority on her side, but this woman’s eyes showed no lines at their corners, and her skin was still unmarred by age. If she was truly no older than Sorin, she had a hardened rod of steel through her soul to confront Thomas and put him on the defensive like she had.

Then it dawned on him. Thomas was either afraid of her or what she represented.

“Wait outside the door, Sorin. If I catch you eavesdropping I’ll have your hide. This girl and I have things to discuss.” After a moment, he added as if preparing for what would be a speedy resolution, “And don’t go too far. This won’t take long.”

Sorin left and shut the door, leaving an uncomfortable, stale silence behind him.

He wondered if her presence had anything to do with him. It did not sound like it. And who was almost murdered? Someone of import—that much was obvious—and definitely someone with power to employ a woman like her. Sorin considered what might be occurring inside their room. A part of him wanted to place his ear against the door.

He walked down the hallway and stopped at the top of the stairs, viewing the inn’s main room. A thick haze of reeking smoke and noise assailed him while he waited.

“Hello, feller.”

Sorin turned to view an old, rotten husk of a man standing in the midst of the second-floor hallway, grinning through vacant holes where teeth should have been. He was wiry, his clothes hanging from his frame like a scarecrow.

“What do you want?” Sorin questioned in a low voice. “I want no trouble.”

“You don’t have trouble. You have troubles.” Another man—this one a great deal heavier and looking as strong as a bull—stepped up behind Sorin from the staircase, brandishing a long knife that glinted dully in the smoky light. Sorin was trapped between them. No one from the common room seemed to notice or care.

“My friend is just on the other side of that door,” Sorin backed away and tried to put on his best bravado as the man on the stairs approached. “All it will take is one word from me and…”

Sorin did not finish the sentence. When he turned to get Thomas, his breath rushed out of him as a bony fist from the first man twisted Sorin’s insides into fire. The air in his lungs exploded from his body after the punch to his stomach, and he crumpled to the wooden floor, gagging amidst a black sea that washed over his sight in waves.

“We know who yer with, boy,” the bony man wheezed, his stinking ale breath the only air Sorin could suck in. “If the Watchman deems him important, you are worth a price too. A pretty one, I bet.”

A whistle of air as though something heavy sliced quickly through it was followed by an eruption of excruciating pain at the back of his head. Trying to scream, he abruptly spun away into a world of nothingness.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 21


 


With the gathered power of Godwyn Keep surrounding him with alert eyes and curious glances, Pontifex Dendreth Charl gingerly lowered himself into his chair, stretching his wounded leg out beneath the table in hopes it would not stiffen from the long stair climb. The arrow that had pierced his thigh on Westor was a memory, but the wound was still tender, a reminder of his last foray on the Sea Star. People in the Kingdom who suffered lesser injuries often lost their limbs, any advanced treatment unavailable to them. As a high-ranking member of Godwyn Keep, Dendreth was privy to treatment only kings were given.

Around him at the ornate table, two women and three men waited for him to begin. He had been alive a long time and seen more than any of them could suspect. He had seen the best in men; he had seen the worst. The events of the last few weeks had left him shaken, and he knew as Nialls did that it would take a strong Godwyn Council to help lead the Kingdom in the months to come.

Now in the circular Council Chamber, the other Pontifices would learn a small bit of what he knew. They lacked the decades of experience at Godwyn, but what they lacked would have to be bolstered by intellect and youth. What Dendreth was going to ask of them today would challenge every bit of their garnered wisdom and faith; what he proposed would shock even the arrogant Erol Tal.

When it had become apparent to the High King there were dark forces aligning against the Kingdom, Nialls had acted quickly. While Dendreth poured over the Codex, Nialls had sent his First Warden to La Zandia to convince the Marcher Lord to dismantle his burgeoning army in favor of peace. He carried an invitation to Laver Herid to entreat with the High King; it was most likely a wasted effort but an effort nonetheless.

In Dendreth’s mind, Nialls had charged the Pontifex with a far more difficult task, one he did not know if he was able to fulfill.

The Pontifex had left Aris Shae under the cover of darkness and traveled to Godwyn Keep by horse with two Wards dressed as civilians. The ferries had long since shut down for the night, and the High King did not want to arouse spying eyes in Dockside. Nialls would not take a chance; although Westor’s Feyr delegation had left the mainland, loose lips at the Keep had initially sent Mikel to Aris Shae. It stood to reason the person who did so would also let them know the whereabouts of Dendreth now. Even as he had left the capital, the eyes of Westor crawled over him. The longer the Feyr did not know what Dendreth was up to, the better.

Now, as the Pontifex sat at the head of the table and glanced at those he should consider his closest allies, he worried that one of them might be a spy.

 “Thank you for joining me today on such short notice,” he said after making eye contact with each Pontifex. “You all know me to be neither rash nor foolhardy. I do not lie. I am not prone to the wild inherencies of youth.

“The All Father has blessed us with the burden of seeing to His flock, and even though we differ at times in how we see His design executed, at no time do I recall any of you disrespecting our function here at Godwyn Keep or the spiritual lives of the people with which we work. That said, I come to you now under the gravest of situations.”

“You have the floor, Deendreth,” Meriam Aron encouraged. She was the only person in the room Dendreth knew unequivocally he could trust.

“I mean no disrespect, but is the point forthcoming?” Cyrus de Lille grumbled.

“There are dire forces moving throughout the Kingdom,” Dendreth continued, ignoring the portly, heavily-bearded Pontifex. “Those who would see it ruined and subjected to another way of life. The attack on Godwyn Keep and the heinous wounding of Pontiff Garethe was merely the beginning. We as a council argued what the intent of that crime could be and some of you passed it off as mere mischief. As you know, I stood on the other side of that argument. My caution led me on a search through our own archives for insight into why the Hammer might be worth stealing. After finding nothing and at the behest of the High King, I went to Aris Shae and searched further. Again, I found nothing. I then turned to the Feyr and their extensive library, Memoria.

“A long voyage,” Valarie Reu acknowledged. Her eyes flicked toward Erol.

“It was,” Dendreth replied. “Memoria has always been a safe haven for ancient texts and although many of them were copied and brought here, the Feyr still hold a wealth of knowledge we do not possess. With the aid of Historian Lorien Silas and with blessing of King Belinorn, I was given access to their grand library. And there I found something quite remarkable.”

“What did you find?” Meriam Aron asked, her long, thin fingers interlocked on the table.

“I found a book,” Dendreth replied, looking around the table at his peers. “It was a book none here have ever seen, a recounting of the last days of the Fatherhead. Upon reading select sections of it, I was given a new and diverse insight into the Book of Iorek and into that Scholar’s insight into humanity’s destiny and what is to come. That along with the midnight theft of the Hammer, the consolidation of strength in Blackrhein Reach, and the secession of La Zandia under Herid’s Marcher Lord banners, can only lead one to the conclusion about the unbalanced power in the Kingdom that cannot be ignored. It is for these reasons I have brought you here today.”

Dendreth paused, gathering their attention more firmly into his net. “Due to the needs of the Kingdom, High King Nialls Chagne has ordered me to reestablish the leadership of Godwyn Keep—at whatever cost necessary.”

After several moments of stunned silence, Pontifex Erol Tal shifted in his seat. “What does the High King mean exactly? Surely he doesn’t insist what I fear he is insinuating.”

“And what of the book you speak of?” asked Cyrus de Lille, his fat cheeks still ruddy from the long climb. “Did you not bring it with you as evidence?”

“It is imperative the faculties of the Kingdom be as strong and hearty as the Illym, my friends,” Dendreth answered, looking directly at Erol. “I sit now, not as a Pontifex of the Godwyn faith, but as a concerned citizen. If we stand by and do nothing, a shroud of darkness will fall as it did so long ago. La Zandia is only the start. Other forces are moving. In time, we may not have the means to repel it.”

“Why is the High King not here himself?” Valarie Reu asked, her eyes sharp like blue-steel daggers. “I have the highest level of respect for you, Pontifex Charl, but I find it difficult to take your word on much of this. It sounds a child’s fairy tale or an epic story within a bard’s lie-ridden repertoire sung to the drunken.”

Dendreth produced a letter from inside his tunic and slid it out into the middle of the table. It bore the antlered stag sigil of the Kingdom stamped into its hard wax. “High King Nialls regrets he could not speak to the Council in person. He is busy marshalling his forces even as I speak to you.”

“Dendreth, La Zandia is a concern for everyone here,” Meriam Aron said, her tight bun of graying blonde hair shimmering in the orblight suspended in the corners of the room. “And it should definitely be a concern for the throne. A secession of that sort would be a stress on La Zandia’s people and their bordering cities, and would depress the rest of the Kingdom economically, politically, as well as spiritually. History has shown the pagan ethos is plagued by a continuous fall into war and brutality. That can no longer happen. But I believe what the others are trying to get at is what causes you and the High King to believe this is the right course of action at this very time, Dendreth?”

“What you are suggesting is too dangerous an act, one nearly banned,” Cryus pointed out, in a constant state of settling his wide girth more comfortably in his chair. “To sign an order and send it through you is a simple act of passing the sad burden of responsibility and consequence onto us.”

“I do not deny the implications,” Dendreth said. “But it also exemplifies the severity of the events gripping the Kingdom and Godwyn Keep. It is not a matter the High King or I have taken lightly. Even now, as I sit here with you, I confess to still being of two minds about it.”

“Tell us your evidence, Dendreth,” Erol demanded. “It is obvious what you found in Memoria angered the Feyr enough for them to come looking for you. Just by that, I am intrigued since the ramifications of your trip have probably already caused a rift with what once was a probable ally in any dark period that may come to pass.”

 “There is no need for innuendos here, Pontifex Tal,” Meriam Aron quickly interjected, deflecting an argument that would only waste time. “To speak of the political fallout of our fair neighbors is not the reason we have been summoned here today. One could, after all, point out your prompt usage of Godwyn Keep resources, signing orders on behalf of the Order, and moving important missionaries and supplies without Council consent.”

Erol shook his head, raising his hands before him in supplication. “Indeed, I agree with this, my friends. I made a hasty decision else we lose our faithful brethren in La Zandia.” He turned his eyes on Dendreth. “We trust you. All of us have been on this Council for at least a decade, and no one has served it longer than the man bringing this to us. I apologize, Dendreth, for any disrespect on my part.”

Dendreth looked hard at Erol. For the middle-aged Pontifex, life was a political game, centering on his own ambition and passions. Dendreth believed Erol to be sincere in his efforts with Godwyn Keep—the newest member to their Council had shown it repeatedly in his efforts devoted to improving life in the Kingdom—but lying below the surface of those efforts was always personal gain. He did not know what Erol was looking to gain here, but the question posed was an honest one on its surface with hungry intentions hidden within its shadows.

“Get to it, Dendreth,” Valarie Reu prompted impatiently.

“The book I looked at is in safekeeping at Aris Shae. It is rare and can be the subject of study once this is resolved and a modicum of stability has returned to the Kingdom. The book’s content runs parallel to that of the Scholar Iorek. Iorek spent the immediate weeks after Aerom’s death composing a Book as different from the others as the others are to literature. Iorek fills his writing with a series of revelations—prophecy, if you believe it—that document the events of the future and how the world will come to its end. Much of the Book present in the Codex is difficult to process, lacking linearity of story or thought. The new source I found in Memoria fills in the gaps.”

“Are you saying it was written by Scholar Iorek?” Meriam prodded. The others around her looked on Dendreth with a mix of guarded wonder and suspicion in their eyes.

“I do not know,” Dendreth admitted. “I’m not here to debate its place between our Keep’s walls. Not now, anyway. What I do know is the Book now reads smoothly and the dialect and cadence mirror Iorek’s excerpts in the Codex. From a historian’s point of view, the book could be legitimate based on its technical merit. Logic dictates that it must be given an honest appraisal, and that—coupled with the problems in the Kingdom and the theft of the Hammer—has given the High King pause and set him into action.

“What we know of Aerom’s death comes to us from the Codex, and most of it seems to be miracles of magical wonder, the most awesome being the Fatherhead’s sacrifice to prevent the Wrathful from fulfilling its plans to escape this world and wage war on the All Father. Even though on a metaphysical level that seems to be embraced by everyone, the less wondrous events are not. According to the Codex, the Rosemere in Aris Shae’s palace sprang into being as the lifeless Aerom touched the ground after his sacrifice. The healing of Scholar Jorick’s rotting flesh and that of the sightless man are also unexplainable—but they are mentioned. And yet there is no mention of the Hammer gaining properties after it struck its blows against Aerom. Why? When the pagan witch Isere drove the iron nail through both of the Fatherhead’s hands, his blood assuredly splashed the tool. Is it not possible that the Hammer gained properties of its own, just as the land did and those who were healed? Is that so far-fetched?”

He paused, looking at the Council. “If the Memoria book is indeed a completed version of the Book of Iorek—and I believe it is—it recounts the Fell Hammer of Aerom will be used to destroy the Rune of Aerilonoth.”

“That’s blasphemy,” Cyrus exploded, his jowls shaking. “Nothing can break the All Father’s will in this world. This book is obviously a fraud and you waste our time, Dendreth.”

“The Rune of Aerilonoth is a myth,” Valarie agreed with great skepticism. “There is nothing that has led even scholars to believe it exists.”

“We all believe in the Codex and the teachings it contains,” Dendreth countered, ignoring his leg as he stood to be the focus of the room. “It is the word of the All Father made incarnate and our entire existence is set upon it. I am a skeptic, as well, Cyrus. And yet the Hammer has been stolen, out from under our very noses. There is an uprising in the east, and a darkness has taken the crown in the south. Those occurrences taken into account alongside the wounding of the High King’s only son—well, they just cannot be ignored. Even by us. If the book I brought with me from Westor has even a shred of truth in it, we would do well to worry.

“You feel this is the crux of what transpires?” Meriam Aron asked.

“Is there not another way to gain the benefits of leadership without having to endanger Pontiff Garethe? Or ourselves?” Geoffrey Lonoth asked.

“Not that I am aware,” Dendreth said, his palms wide. “I know the hazard. To lose another of the pillars of Godwyn Keep would be doubly detrimental. I have thought through this and there is no other way. A Pontiff is needed during these darkening times, and no mere semblance of a Pontiff will do. Our Order must be as strong as the All Father intended.”

Dendreth listened to his own voice as if someone else used it, and he realized he was willing to end Garethe’s life in order to restore leadership of Godwyn Keep. A part of him felt leaden from that awareness, as if a series of thick chains hung about his shoulders and threatened to lock him to the floor.

“I guess the question remains then, who shall conduct the soncrist?” Erol asked.

“It requires delicacy,” Dendreth said.

Geoffrey Lonoth cleared his throat. “I believe these are dire times, and the action to be taken needs decision and care. Any of us could initiate the song and attempt to restore the Pontiff, but it should be someone here who earnestly believes in the action to be taken and is a close companion of our leader.”

“I vote confidence in Dendreth,” Erol said, straightening the wrinkles from his shirt as if the decision was already made. “He has proven himself to be advocate of the situation, and I know no one who is as strong in faith as he is.”

“And Dendreth has known Pontiff Garethe the longest,” Cyrus de Lille agreed, looking around at his fellow Pontifices and stopping at Dendreth. “The faith and skill you bring will give you the strength that is necessary, but your long-standing friendship with the Pontiff will aid you better than anything.”

Meriam Aron just stared at Dendreth, and he knew she was worried. He looked around at the other members of the Council and knew they had made up their minds.

Dendreth straightened his shoulders at their faith in him, but he just felt tired.

* * * * *

Pontiff Garethe’s chamber was cool in the late morning, the growing heat outside unable to penetrate the confines of Godwyn Keep’s inner sanctum. Dendreth stood at the foot of his old friend’s bed as an ocean breeze played with the drapes at the open window, the Pontifex looking on Garethe with a mixture of sadness and regret. The other members of the Council stood at the room’s perimeter—some in chairs, others standing—all of them quiet, giving Dendreth the time and space he needed to collect his thoughts. Rather than wait for the inevitable, Dendreth made the decision to attempt the soncrist and pull his friend and leader back from the depths of living death.

Dendreth thought back on the night the Hammer was stolen. Pontiff Garethe had been so sure they could prevent the theft from their Vault. The two men should have been able to overcome nearly any obstacle, but had instead fallen to their own inadequacy and arrogance. It was a lesson he had no desire to ever repeat. After having lived with the knowledge he could have done more, Dendreth knew that a predetermined plan had a better chance of succeeding. High King Nialls had set the Pontifex on this one; it would be executed to the best of his ability for the good of the Kingdom.

The Pontifex came around the side of the bed and sat next to his friend’s crumpled form. When he closed his eyes and focused on the words that were necessary to evoke the soncrist into life, he knew he was prepared, with all of the ability, faith, and desire to save the Pontiff. It would not be easy—the soncrist in question was extremely difficult, its rhythms, melodies, and complex strings of music having to absolutely match Garethe’s own soul and body to be effective. Once he found the key to the old man’s mind, Dendreth would have to maintain the soncrist perfectly; only then could he enter Garethe and coax him back into the present. The smallest error could be disastrous. Many Godwyn-taught healers had tried this over the centuries, singing to heal those important enough to take the risk, but nearly half of the coma patients had died, taking most of the mind-connected healers with them. To fail would be the death of one or both of them; to succeed would restore their Pontiff to his station.

Gripping his aged friend’s papery-smooth hand, Dendreth sang, the soncrist’s power rising up out of his soul at its summons. The familiar connection with something beyond himself rose in his heart, a power outside the world, lending him strength and assurance he was doing the right thing. He added more depth to the song, the sound interlaced with new notes until the room was alive with it. A net of sound fell over the inert form of the Pontiff like a fine linen sheet. Dendreth worked slowly, conserving his stamina for the long process, searching for the melody and pitch that represented his friend.

When Dendreth found Garethe’s soulsong, he probed his mind with a slow, methodical tenderness. There he discerned a barricade of some sort over the mind’s entrance, but using warm feelings of friendship and care, Dendreth gently pushed through. It disappeared, and the confines of Pontiff Garethe’s mind surrounded the Pontifex.

He searched for the areas that would awaken the Pontiff. Garethe would not be aware of his friend; the higher faculties of thought and reason were comatose. Instead, Dendreth would try to massage areas back into awareness, where the Pontiff could bring himself out of his coma.

The Pontifex tried everything he knew but nothing worked. Even though the Pontiff’s flame burned bright for life, there was a part of Garethe that just did not want to be awoken. The paradox staggered Dendreth a bit; he had always thought Godwyn’s leader to be a person who embraced life and thought every day was precious and a genuine gift. It made no sense. Dendreth explored Garethe’s mind, looking for clues or reasons in memories, but there was nothing that hinted at the man’s desire to die.

Then unexpectedly he felt it. It was not an obvious place to find, so tucked away by the Pontiff that even he may not have been aware of it. A dark patch as sinister as a thundercloud filled an obscure and buried part of his mind, one Dendreth may never have found had the Pontiff been easier to awaken. The area was sour with self-loathing, and it repelled Dendreth simply by being in proximity to it. Bringing the song to bear, he pried into the stormy mass but could not penetrate the darkness. It was obviously an area of the mind Garethe had kept sealed away within himself for years until it had become a part of his identity and no longer independent from his soul.

Dendreth decided to attempt something else. Feeling his stamina wane but unwilling to give up, he inserted a part of himself that housed the memories the old man shared with him during decades of service. Dendreth used the happy recollections—the memories that bind people in friendship and allow them to overcome anything. He used them as a mother uses her fingers to lightly brush away a fevered child’s hair in comfort. He kneaded the spot of wrongness with his friendship, hoping to get a response.

At first, nothing happened. Dendreth tried again with even more tenderness, the sadness of losing his friend giving him a level of sincerity he did not know he possessed.

The swirling dark mass grayed around the edges, and then dropped away entirely, revealing all of the secrets the Pontiff had kept tucked away. Dendreth slowly moved in, unsure of what he would find.

The first memory he uncovered was one of Garethe standing on his balcony a few days prior to his injury, the cool, smooth metal of his looking glass in his hands as he viewed the stars. A black movement caught Garethe’s eye, clouding the heavens from view. Focusing the golden mechanism, the Pontiff saw twisted, writhing bodies filling the whole of his vision, hundreds strong. He did not see any other aspect of their obscure appearance, the height they were at so far above him the darkness filled their outlines against the stars with black ink, but he saw the strokes of broad wings taking the groups across the night sky to the northwest. With a sudden realization of fright and worry, he knew what they were and what their flight signified.

The second vision was a conversation with the former Pontiff Evelina. After deciding to leave Godwyn Keep forever, she met the newly-appointed Pontiff in the forest of Tanglewood where no one would bear witness to their conversation. No one had questioned his ability to don the mantle of Pontiff, but Ganite had; for Ganite to leave his duty at her side, Evelina reasoned Garethe had a secret so dark it made him unworthy of the role. She tried to unearth what Garethe was hiding, but he did not relent. She stormed away, angry with the man who was willing to hide secrets from the Order. Ganite followed her into the Tanglewood on her way to discover what she knew to be true. Garethe worried about the loss of Ganite and what it would mean to the Keep, but he believed his worth would overcome his transgression.

The final memory Dendreth observed was a series of flickering images at different times of a boy Garethe felt compelled to use before . The boy was small for his age, with dark hair and piercing black eyes that sparkled with inner knowledge. He was brought to Godwyn Keep for his strong abilities, and it was his mystery—his enigma—that drew Garethe to him like a moth to a flame. Garethe took the boy on as his protégé, tutoring the boy and training him to control his power. But emotions he had guiltily exercised before with others the boy’s age stirred within the Pontiff. Confusion became the Pontiff’s partner, as the desires  to know the boy’s mysteries sent the Pontiff where he should not have gone. After a few winters of Garethe’s selfishness, the boy fled the Keep and vanished into the world, taking their secret with him. The shame of Garethe’s actions followed him his entire life, a secret he had buried deep—so deep.

The man’s pain and shame squeezed Dendreth, the revelations nearly severing the connection the Pontifex had with his long-time friend. The need to live Garethe previously had was now gone, replaced by a tired, remorseful old man who desired to be let go. Now Dendreth understood why Garethe wanted to live and die at the same time—he had hidden and now shared information that was vital to Godwyn and the Kingdom, information that incriminated him but also set him free. Garethe had kept his worst moment of weakness as close to himself as he could, safe from eyes that may use it to gain a dark advantage. The Pontiff was a man who was strong in his faith but who succumbed to power’s intoxication, needing to be close to a boy as unique and promising as Aerom himself. And the boy, a great hope to Godwyn Keep’s future, had fled, confused and damaged.

Finally, after nearly two decades, Dendreth knew why Ganite had disappeared. The last gift Garethe had given Godwyn Keep might be a legacy that would always be looked at as a double-edged sword.

Dendreth said goodbye to his friend, letting Garethe know he would be missed and thanking him for his contribution to the faith, forgiving him for the momentary times of weakness. The Pontifex sent gladness and hope into the man who had been his close friend for decades, happy Garethe would be going Beyond with an absolved soul. Dendreth said farewell for all of them. Although Garethe was not mentally aware of Dendreth, a warm joy radiated from his friend like a long sigh that nearly moved Dendreth to tears. The Pontiff was ready; he wanted to be let go.

Withdrawing the few remaining tendrils of his presence from the old man’s mind, Dendreth prepared to leave Garethe. But as he pulled back, he froze, nearly losing the focus to continue the soncrist.

Placed at the exit of the Pontiff’s mind was a black creature that weaved back and forth as if ready to launch toward Dendreth at any moment. It had no arms or legs, but stood upright on the back of its tail with powerful undulations of its slender body. Jaws gaped at him with a montage of jagged teeth and it exuded a faint hissing noise like the release of steam from a kettle. Cursing himself for his carelessness, the Pontifex realized what it was.

A mindwoorm.

It was a mental trap, constructed by an outside mind and reinforced by the patient’s. Someone else had entered Garethe’s mind recently and purposefully planted it there. While it sat there and swayed, alert and ready, Dendreth remained unable to extricate himself from Garethe. It was not there to attack or injure him; it was there to prevent him from leaving. If Dendreth could not depart, his physical body would become too exhausted to maintain the soncrist. When that happened, he would die still trapped within his friend’s mind, as would Garethe.

It had been difficult entering his friend’s mind, Dendreth remembered, and now he knew the barricade he had encountered was that of the mindwoorm. The trap had been laid and Dendreth stumbled right into it. His mind swirled. There were not many people who could accomplish such a complex and difficult snare. The Council members could do it as could a few bishops who had risen in their faith to the point of achieving the necessary knowledge and power to create it. Someone out there wanted to remove as many high-ranking Godwyn officials as possible—perhaps even hoped Dendreth would be the one to to try and bring the Pontiff back. A surge of anger at the acknowledgment gave him hope; Dendreth was a lot stronger than they thought.

He tentatively poked at it to test its fortitude. The mindwoorm repulsed him, sending him backward into Garethe’s mind. It hissed as if in triumph or annoyance, its body blanketing the exit. Dendreth tried to overcome it with sheer mental force, but the woorm flicked him away without a challenge. It was as powerful as Dendreth.

After an inordinate amount of time had passed, and he knew he was getting nowhere, Dendreth’s soul howled in frustration. Panic rebounded inside him. He was doomed unless he received help from an outside source, but the Pontifices observing had no chance of knowing what he needed.

That’s when Garethe took over. Dendreth’s lurid shout had awoken a part of the Pontiff that could respond to his friend’s need. Garethe’s mind opened like a giant sea with decisive understanding of what was occurring, and it began to suffocate the mindwoorm. The thing hissed and spat, its jaws snapping and unyielding in its desire to fulfill its role. It would not relent. The force of the old man’s mind came down on the thing like a vise, steadfast in its determination to protect his friend. The depth of Garethe’s power was astonishing, and he knew where its fountain lay—the very core of Garethe’s life force, where the argent fire of his soul burned bright after his absolution. The Pontiff poured his entire life of love and faith into his assault, depleting his soul to the point of nothing being left. The mindwoorm shrunk and became inconsequential, screeching all the while. In the moment before Dendreth slipped from Garethe’s mind, his friend whispered the Pontifex a tender farewell.

Dendreth returned to his body, the soncrist dying on his lips. Holding his friend’s hand in his own, he felt the life fade within Garethe’s body. The old Pontiff’s breathing slowed, the rise of his chest under the sheets declining with every draw of air. The flow of blood in his friend’s hand slowed, his heart losing the rhythm of vitality, and a part of Dendreth’s own soul reached out to comfort his friend’s and help see it on its way. The ancient man’s breathing stopped and his heart took one last, quiet beat, and then it too ceased.

The room was absolutely still.

“He is gone,” Dendreth whispered, his throat dry and his lips cracked.

Meriam Aron placed her hand on his shoulder. “The All Father saw it fit, then.”

Dendreth nodded, exhausted physically and emotionally.

“Are you all right?” she asked with concern. Dendreth was suddenly aware of the pairs of eyes watching him. “You seemed to become so distressed at one point, your song nearly faded completely.”

Tears flowed freely then as he looked down on his former friend. Garethe had carried so much pain with him, a torture that remained even after decades of inception. In the end, it was his capacity for good and love that had saved Dendreth. There was nothing he could do for Garethe now—he was in the Beyond—but Dendreth would strive to create a stronger legacy for his friend’s sacrifice other than the vice he knew once gripped his old mentor. He would have his opportunity.

What he and High King Nialls had feared was true. There were events moving outside the realm of their knowledge, and that—coupled with the unseasonable migration of the dragons from Garethe’s memory—only solidified their need for action.

Dendreth would also find out who had tried to kill him.

“There is much to discuss.” Dendreth rose and turned to look out the window at the shiny gold tube that still pointed to the heavens. “And I must speak with the High King immediately.”





 


 


 


 


Chapter 22


 


The icy stars twinkled at High King Nialls Chagne from their black velvet bed of the night sky, and their cold light chilled his soul. The moon was near its new cycle, a sliver of incandescent silver hanging low in the eastern horizon. It illuminated the High King as he looked out at the jagged outline of the Chilbrook Mountains, the Grifforn Forest a black stain at their base. Without the moon’s meager light, Nialls might have felt lost to a world of darkness.

In the bed behind him, Demarque murmured in his sleep. Even under the influence of thistlemilk, Demarque’s eyelids fluttered as he fought to waken from his drug-induced rest. He had been sleeping since they moved him into the High King’s private chambers, and there he had remained for several weeks while Dendreth and the others had come and gone. The Royal Healer spent exhaustive time with the water bearer for several days after the attack in the Bacilus, but it was up to the boy to decide if he lived or died. The burns from the assassination attempt covered his chest, back, arms, and thighs in thick patches, his skin looking like melted wax. His face and feet were all the fire left untouched. He would never be the same again.

When the healer looked on the boy, Nialls knew all he saw was a ravaged cripple who may yet die; what Nialls saw was strength and persistence.

The High King rubbed his forehead to relieve the headache there. The note in his hand sent by Dendreth exemplified another loyalty. The Pontifex had tried unsuccessfully to revive Pontiff Garethe, ending in the death of Godwyn Keep’s leader. Nialls had accepted how difficult and dangerous the attempt would be, but now that Garethe was dead, the High King was hollow inside. He was unused to gambling with people’s lives—even though he knew it was part of his role. The Council members, along with the bishops scattered throughout the Kingdom, would gather in a few days at Godwyn Keep to vote the next Pontiff into power. Once the procedures began for the ancient rite, Dendreth would return to Aris Shae to speak about items he could not risk addressing in the letter. Then both would return to Godwyn Keep for the funeral.

The High King turned from the view and sat on a divan facing the sleeping boy. Nialls had not seen First Warden Rowen in two days, the knight working tirelessly to bring the Kingdom’s forces to their utmost potential. The consolidation of the military forces and preparing them for battle was only the first step. His First Minister, Chadom Houlis, had begun asking Aris Shae’s wealthy and most influential for aid as well, and the various Kingdom guilds were giving what they could—whether it was stored grain, steel, cloth, or manufactured goods. Economic sanctions were easy to place upon La Zandia; suppliers could be suppressed and trade routes blocked. Although he suspected there were events transpiring against his Kingdom he was not yet aware of, Nialls was thankful they were moving in a direction to end the hostilities in La Zandia before war tore his Kingdom apart.

Nialls was prepared to confront all of his enemies as needed. He may not comprehend why they were rising against him now, but he did recognize the very human motives driving each. The theft of the Hammer of Aerom he did not, and the unknown drove the High King to retrieve the Hammer at any cost.

He sighed, feeling the grit of numerous days without decent sleep irritating his eye. It was at times like this he missed his father’s guidance and wife’s assurance.

“Your Majesty, are you all right?” a husky feminine voice said across the room.

Nialls had been so lost within his own thoughts he had not noticed the tiny floating orb that washed the room in dull blue-white light, or the old woman who walked beneath it. She was short and stocky with a homely face that featured pinched lips as though she saw the worst in life every day and a poof of graying hair come straight from her pillow. She carried a jar of what the High King knew to be a burn healing salve and a pitcher of water she would use to clean the boy’s oozing wounds. She looked like a caring mother, prepared to tend to her sick child.

Nialls smiled at his healer’s assistant, realizing how dark his mood had turned. “I’m fine, Sari. I just have a lot on my mind right now.”

Following an incline of her head—her version of a bow—Sari moved passed the High King to the side of the sleeping boy to begin her ministrations.

“How is he?” Nialls asked, standing to observe her work.

“He sleeps, and he improves every day. Without your care, however, the boy would be dead. His body was put through so much shock, even with the All Father’s aid it has been difficult to stay ahead of the injury done him. It has been best to keep him comfortable and unaware of his injury. The bandages are gone now though, so tomorrow Healer Riock will wean the boy off of the thistlemilk. He will wake to discover what has happened to him.” She looked sad. “Then it will take time for him to rehabilitate himself. It will not be easy, but he is young enough to adapt.”

“Will he be able to resume a normal life?”

“Burn victims can have a difficult time of it. It’s the infections mostly. When he awakes in the next few days, Riock will immediately start him flexing his fingers so the scarring will be supple enough for him to move. It will be excruciating to the boy, I’m sure, but if he wishes to have a normal life with fingers, he’ll have to do it.”

The High King nodded, gazing down on the boy. His face seemed so serene in slumber, unaware of the severity of injury Nialls’s assailant had caused him. The High King had done what he could for the water bearer, and if he survived, Nialls would make sure the boy was given whatever he wished for—his sacrifice demanded it.

“If I may say so, Your Majesty,” Sari said. “It is late and you look very tired.”

Nialls waved her concern off; sleep would not come even if he did retire for the night.

“Is it true about Pontiff Garethe, Your Majesty?” Sari asked, peeling back the thin cotton sheet from the boy’s twisted, destroyed flesh. Nialls shuddered from the sight.

“I’m afraid it’s true,” he said sadly. “Yesterday from his wounds. The Godwyn healers did their best and the Council was there when he passed. I have sent news of this sad time to the far ends of the Kingdom. The Bishops gather even now to name the new Pontiff.”

“These are dark times,” Sari spoke softly, echoing Nialls’s earlier thoughts.

“They are,” Nialls whispered. He did not meet Sari’s eyes.

“Pontiff Garethe was a good man,” she noted, gingerly cleaning the boy’s misshapen skin with a cool, damp cloth. “I met him a few times during my stay at Godwyn Keep. He had such a positive outlook on the world. He drove others to look deep into the hearts of their fellow man and cultivate the goodness there. Pontiff Evelina knew doctrine like no other, but Garethe knew how to grow and sustain the living faith in each one of us. He will be missed.”

“I suppose each particular Pontiff brings their own strengths to the office,” Nialls agreed. “My father was fond of saying that a king’s legacy is built from the interactions he has with the people. Pontiff Garethe was no king, but he worked harder than most to improve the foundation of the Godwyn faith.”

Sari opened the jar after Demarque’s skin was clean and applied a thick reddish salve to the boy’s body. A rich mint smell filled the room. “And the growing news of the conflict in La Zandia is disheartening to this old woman as well.”

“You aren’t the only one,” Nialls replied. “This self-proclaimed Marcher Lord has a lot to answer for. The First Warden is doing what he can to secure the region.”

“War is not the answer. As a healer, I can verify that myself. So many young people killed, and for what? Land. Power. Wealth. Even religion. Men quibble and fight over the most mundane things. There is nothing so gruesome as a young man missing one of his limbs bleeding to his death under your care or a festering wound bubbling green foulness from the thrust of a sword. These were cases brought to me even without a war—just stupid men who got in fights and lost. But to use men as though they are cattle, knowing they can be slaughtered as easily as the stock that feeds us. Incomprehensible. Powerful men have nothing to gain and yet everything to lose for their people. It turns my belly.”

Over the years, Sari had become like a surrogate mother to him, one who was not afraid to speak her mind. After dealing with aristocrats, her candor was usually welcome.

“I am working as hard as I can to prevent an escalation to battle. I don’t want a war,” the High King said, straightening and crossing his arms. “The Marcher Lord has denied all forms of diplomacy. He intends to take La Zandia, and I mean to prevent it.”

Sari cooled a bit. “Patience is the key with many things in life, Your Majesty. Please, make it a priority in this instance. The mothers of the Kingdom beg you.”

“I have sought a meeting with one of the Marcher Lord’s emissaries. There is yet to be a response. I have to protect the surrounding provinces at all costs. Those people look to the throne for protection. The Marcher Lord should be feeling the Kingdom’s sanctions as well, and that—combined with the inordinate amount of force—should give him reason to pause and consider peace before bloodshed. With any luck, it will be over before it can even begin.”

“The people of La Zandia are passionate, Your Majesty. I hope for their sake and our sake they know what is best for them.” The old woman wiped her fingers clean of the salve, and looked down on Demarque with sad eyes. “My mum had a saying: ‘No matter how hard life becomes, it always works out in the end.’ An ill king cannot rule with wisdom, and you look exhausted. I think you would do wise to heed those words and not be so hard on yourself.”

The High King smiled, hearing his mother in Sari’s words as well. “I’ll try.”

Sari stroked the boy’s locks of hair and his eyes slowed in their dreaming wildness.

Nialls left his private chambers. The hallways were empty this late as he expected. He wondered what price he would have to pay to make Sari’s final words come true.

* * * * *

When he left the palace and drew his first full breath of night air, Nialls pushed down the apprehension gnawing inside him. Although nights of scattered sleep and constant worry had sapped much of his faculties—and he knew it to be true if Sari had noticed—the need to discover the intentions of his enemies had failed to diminish. Now, in the middle of the night, unrequited necessity brought him to the lush green Wyllspring Garden of Aris Shae. He had only done this once before when he was crowned High King—now it could endanger the Kingdom.

In front of him, a set of marble stairs bit deep into the dark green grass of the rising hill, their pale stone absorbing the starlight to become a glowing ephemeral trail vanishing into the well-tended garden. Red maples, apple and cherry trees, and giant rhododendrons grew to either side of the stairs, their branches manicured and shaped by the hands of gardeners. Most of the flowering plants had bloomed earlier in the summer, but the intoxicating scent of lilacs still clung to the air. Like giant arms, tall walls sprouted around Nialls in a smooth circle, containing the whole of the garden. It was ironic that such a beautiful place could harbor one whose design for the living was death.

When Nialls took his first step upon the stone staircase, a shiver ran down his neck, over his back, and into his legs. He quickly pushed it aside. It would not do to show fear when he got to the top of the stairs. She would know. He remained focused, knowing it was the one thing that would help him tonight.

At the top of the stairs the hill leveled off to reveal a wide pool that mirrored the starry sky as though twinkling ice chips were submerged beneath the water’s surface. Like the garden, the pool was circular and enclosed by marble blocks, rising to Nialls’s knees from the ground. The only marring of the water’s flat plane was an ancient tree that rose from the middle of the pool, its dead branches crooked and broken against the night sky and its bark as white as the bones of a sun-exposed skeleton. A wound shaped like a diamond gaped in the tree, black and rotting. The dead trunk and gnarled roots disappeared beneath the water and deep into the soil of the fountain, but twining up from the depths grew a vine as thick as a man’s thigh that wrapped lovingly about the tree and branched into a new canopy of thorns, leaves, and flowers. It hugged the tree, and crimson rose flowers blossomed as large as Nialls’s fist, giving the first impression a giant rose tree grew instead of a vine. If it were not for the tree, the rose vine would have no trellis to grow upon; without the rose vine, the tree would have been barren, cold, and an ugly sore within its beautiful garden home.

Nialls rarely came to the Rosemere, the worries and duties of his life allowing no room for dalliance of any kind, but even if he could, he would not choose to visit the death spot of Aerom Fatherhead. It was not due to an aversion to the scene—he revered it—but his stress at coming here was due to it also being the Witch’s prison.

Surrounded by silence and feeling very alone, Nialls stood before the fountain and looked into its depths. Nothing seemed out of place. Striking down the All Father’s son and killing those not of her pagan faith, Isere the Witch had fled deep into the wilderness after the War of the Kingdom, seeking ways to establish her pagan order as the new hierarchy. After winters of evading the newly wrought Godwyn Keep, Pontiff Jilliam Horaise had captured her. For her crimes, she had been imprisoned within the very spring her bloody blow had caused. As long as the power of the All Father held the world together, there she would remain, undying, unable to find peace for the harm she had done humanity.

Even with his misgivings, it was for her Nialls had come here tonight.

He concentrated on the depths of the pool and hummed. It was a single note, one with a very low pitch brought from the depths of his chest. With it, he reached into the Rosemere with his thoughts, pulling on the darkness of the water like a curtain across a window. It came naturally to him, as if he had done it every day of his life. He entered the pool with his thoughts, riding the sound of his voice to call forth a door, his mind the key that would allow it to open. Only the royal family of Aris Shae possessed the knowledge for summoning the Witch—it was part of his ancestry and only used in the direst of times. Sometimes she came unbidden, but that was more rare even than a summoning. The fear was gone from Nialls now, replaced by a focus necessary to draw the apparition from the limbo existence she was forced to endure.

But she did not come. Nothing happened.

The High King let the note fall off of his lips and disappear into the garden. He had somehow failed. The presence of the prison’s doorway and his ability to connect with it was there. He had firmly commanded the Witch appear. And yet she had not.

He was about to leave, believing his failure based on lack of sleep, when blackness devoid of substance spread from the depths of the pool, and the water moved sluggishly around the tree as though a hand stirred it underneath the surface. The water spat and hissed like a cat, flinging droplets into the air as it moved more quickly. The air deadened, silencing even the High King’s thoughts, his exposed skin clammy and his entire being screaming at him to flee. Though Nialls had ended his call, the pool continued to move with a will of its own, and tendrils of black mist slowly emanated from the tree like long fingers trying to grasp life. Nialls remained where he stood, his fear clenched tight, knowing the Witch could not hurt him. She could no longer touch the physical world; it was her riddled advice that could prove Nialls’s undoing.

Just when Nialls thought the maddening coldness emanating from the pool was going to leach him of all warmth, the shadows of the night gathered together in one place and coalesced into a ghostly figure wearing a cloak that hung on the air as if underwater and a cowl that enveloped a terrible darkness. The specter floated upon the churning water of the Rosemere’s surface, arms hanging at its side, the white tree and its rose vine visible through the transparent phantom.

There was nothing shrunken about it that suggested an old woman; this was not the entity Nialls remembered calling so long ago. It was not the Witch.

It was something else entirely.

—I have come, Shadow King—

The voice was smooth and fluid within his head, a dulled dagger behind his eyes.

“You are not the thing I summoned,” Nialls answered. He stood erect, his shoulders pushed back to suppress the shiver threatening anew.

—And you still live. What a pity—

“I’m sorry to disappoint,” the High King replied angrily, guarding his interests.

The shade broadened, its cloak billowing as if in a strong breeze.

—It matters not. I see fear you repress. You reek of it, deep down in that cringing soul. Your Kingdom’s destruction will be all the more potent with you alive, witnessing it—

Nialls clenched his jaw. He did not know whom this thing represented. “Who are you? Where is the Witch? Of what terrible destruction do you speak?”

—I am not the impotent Witch. No, Shadow King, she is watching with maddened interest, angry at my transgression, made angrier still because she is imprisoned while I am free—

Whoever it was, this creature was aware of all the events Isere would be. But a part of the High King knew this creature was not bound in space as the Witch was, which made it extremely dangerous. It was powerful to use the Rosemere’s prison, and it stood to reason the cloaked figure knew a great deal. If Nialls could find a way to keep it talking, he might learn something of his fracturing Kingdom and the reasons for its disintegration.

“Why did you try to kill me?” he questioned.

—I see you are worrying about my power here. Do not. I have no intention of polluting the tool of my design. I merely wanted to see what stuff you are made of—

“And send a mere child to a gruesome death?”

The apparition did not move, its black gaze pointed at him. “Who are you?” Nialls pressed.

The water of the pool spat angrily, its cool mist falling on Nialls’s face.

—Shadow King, you do not command me. No one in the Kingdom does—

“Then you are a servant of the Marcher Lord?”

—He has voracious appetites. One of them is your Kingdom—

“Did he attempt to assassinate me?”

—It seemed to get your notice, Shadow King—

“You are just a tool then, a means to an end, a charlatan, a poisoner of innocent children.” Fire bolstered Nialls. “Are you so cowardly you couldn’t attack me yourself?”

—Oh, I am much more than that—

“You stole the Hammer from Godwyn Keep then?”

—No, I did not. I would never pollute myself by entering those fallow hallways filled with the lying hypocrisy of repressive ages. The Hammer is within my grasp. It is always within my grasp. In time, it will even the battle—

It was difficult to take any truth from this creature. Did the apparition intend to use the Hammer on the battlefield as Nialls had suspected, or was he referencing a larger battle Dendreth had warned the High King about?

—Your Pontiff is dead—

The words shattered Nialls’s thoughts. The creature said the words with so much rancor it was almost difficult to breathe. “He was a brave man to the end,” Nialls argued.

—He was a lying fool, the worst of his kind. You know nothing of him—

The words stabbed like a sword into Nialls’s forehead. The pool hissed in satisfaction at the High King’s pain.

—His deceit will one day be revealed. He burns where he is now—

“Why have you come here? To merely taunt?”

—I have come bearing a message. Your Kingdom is dying, Shadow King. The Marcher Lord soon moves against you. It was ordained long ago. The futile future will come to pass—

“And that is it? Why tell me?”

—The satisfaction lies in you knowing; the satisfaction lies in your impotence—

The pit of frustration that Nialls had suppressed for the last week rose up into his chest and radiated through his body. He realized, then, that it might be the shade’s true intent—to goad the High King into making mistakes that helped the figure’s cause. He would have to listen to the thing’s words. Later, he could try to decipher them and distill them into the truth.

Nialls pointed at the hovering shadow. “How can you justify such cruelty on the world?”

—You know, the burned boy is not your son—

Nialls stood still, shackled in disbelief. “What did you say?”

—The burned husk of a boy you left to come here. Visiting him will not help your dying son—

“How dare you…” Nialls began.

—I could save the prince’s life—

“What do you know about my son?” Nialls said angrily.

A low, scraping sound filled his mind, as though a grating of stone—a deep, haunting chuckle.

—He dies as you die. Every day he grows weaker as do you. When he is gone, your Kingdom is gone. No more heirs, Shadow King. No more hope for your long line. He will die. The time has come to set right the powers of the world and begin anew. Power corrupts, as it corrupted the salacious, dead Pontiff, and it has corrupted you—

“As it did you?” Nialls shot back, finding it difficult to contain his anger and not launch himself at the shadowy apparition.

—Your son’s life is in my hands. All of your lives are. Ironic, isn’t it? I am the one person you cannot command. Would you save your son with one wish, or would you rather have knowledge of the end of your Kingdom and let your son die? Choose—

“My son is none of your concern,” Nialls shouted, tired of the conversation. “Tell me, if you are so powerful, why not accomplish the end on your own?”

—It takes a spark to produce a fire. I am that spark, but others need to join with mine. More will come. In time, the Kingdom you love and those you care about shall feel the heat, and it will be too late. Of all the things you desire, none of them will you achieve. They shall fall into the shadow of reign and turn to dust—

“We’ll see,” Nialls answered, his jaw set.

The specter faded back into the Rosemere. The doorway began to close, taking with it any chance to retrieve further answers. The cloak bled back into the black waters, swallowed by the inky darkness there. The tendrils withdrew and the pool sputtered, resisting the reabsorption of the specter. Soon the figure sank beneath the surface and the water slowed its circling.

—Would you die for your son, to see him live—

Nialls had no answer, knowing the thing twisted lies for gratification.

—Your life is forfeit, Shadow King—

The specter’s voice echoed distant, even within Niall’s mind.

—Remember—

Although the Rosemere had long since returned to normal and the warm evening air had been restored to the Wyllspring Garden, cold gripped Nialls as it never had before.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 23


 


With the return of consciousness came pain.


Even before Sorin Westfall was aware enough to open his eyes, he knew the origin of the debilitating throb that permeated his entire body—the back of his head. For what seemed like days, the pulse of his life thudded only in that one spot. Slowly, more of the rhythmic beat spread to the other parts of his body, the dull pain the only reminder he was not dead.


Forcing his eyes open and shielding them with a weak hand from the harsh light, Sorin lifted his head from the stone floor and looked around through bleary eyes, trying to remember how he came to be there. His muscles ached, his limbs weak. He was unbound, his legs and arms free to move, and he was wearing the same clothes.


Body bruised, Sorin took a deep breath to try and clear his swimming head. His dry mouth was gritty and his throat burned with thirst. Taking great effort to raise his head and look around, he noticed a series of indistinct black stripes smudged on three walls of the room. It was not until he could truly focus his vision that what he had mistaken for lines around him were actually bars of a cage.


Then what had happened to him flooded his memory, and he jerked madly, his response to flee overriding the sharp pain in his head.


“Take it slow,” a girl’s voice whispered somewhere to his right. “You are still bleeding.”


But when Sorin turned and looked through the bars to see her, he thought his eyes were deceiving him still. The figure was small, near twelve winters of age, with short, shaggy hair that might have once been blonde if not for the filth and grease coating it. Oversized dark brown rags hung from her waif-like frame, ripped and ragged and stained beyond repair. She was sitting with her back against the stone wall, her grimy hands hanging limp from where her forearms rested on her tucked knees. Eyes as blue as the clear sky pierced his own with obvious interest, but the brown bags underneath spoke of misery and despair. If she was a girl, she had the most convincing disguise of a poor boy he had ever seen.


Sorin reached up to the back of his head and the sticky mass of his hair matted over a large bump the size of a chicken egg met his touch. He pushed on it gently, and pain lanced through his head again, threatening to bury him once more under darkness.


“Not too bright, are ye?” she said, shaking her head reprovingly. “Leave it alone. Ye’ll be a lot better off too, I’d wager, if ye stay awake.”


He ignored her. Taking in his new surroundings, Sorin tried to make sense of what was happening. Thomas and he had come into the city and purchased a room for a night, leading to a visit from a woman who knew him. Then, two unsavory thugs had cornered Sorin, and one of them knocked him out with a blow. Was the woman part of the ruse to capture him? Did the two men work for her? He did not think so. His captors spoke of someone else, some Watchman, a person whose interest was fixed on Thomas.


If that were true, Sorin was an innocent bystander to Thomas’s past, a past the old man had refused to share with him. He grew angry at the prospect Thomas’s silence might now hinder Sorin from finding a way out of the predicament in which he found himself.


Pushing off the stone floor of the cell, his body screaming as though it were on fire, Sorin slowly got to his feet. In the cell to his left, an old man slept, his faint, steady wheezing the only sign he was alive. Another man with short black hair was shackled to the wall so tightly there was no slack in the chains he hung limply from. The other two cells that made up the row were empty, the four of them the only people imprisoned in the skinny, rectangular room.


Four torches were set in sconces against the opposite wall and hanging under them were dozens of different tools and weapons, their cool steel glinting in the crimson light, all razor sharp and waiting. No sound other than the old man’s ruined breathing was heard, the world outside completely silent. The bars extended from the floor to the ceiling, and after giving them a good, firm shake that rattled his aching head even more, Sorin sat back against the wall and took a steadying breath to think.


“No way out,” the girl broke the silence, still watching him.


“Where are we?” he asked, licking his cracked lips to lend moisture his mouth did not have. “Is this some kind of city prison?”


The girl snorted. “If that were the case, I wouldn’t be here. Those cells easy to escape from. No, this the personal dungeon of the Watchman.” She paused, seeing the confusion in his face. “What’d you do, draw the attention of the city’s crime lord?”


Sorin knew little about city life and what went on in its underbelly, but based on how the girl said it, he understood it was not good. And the situation he found himself in was worse.


“I didn’t do anything,” Sorin said, emphasizing each word. “I had only just arrived when I was hit over the head and brought here.”


“Then you lie or ain’t tellin’ the entire truth,” she said with a stony look. “If ye are here, ye crossed him in some way.”


Sorin rubbed the spots where his wrists had been tied. The girl was tough. From her appearance, Sorin guessed she was a street kid, one who had spent a great deal of time in the seedy depths of Aris Shae and had learned to survive or die. If she had been caught, she must have done something to deserve it.


“What does he want with me?” he asked. When he looked down again, he saw the stone floor he had been lying on was stained with ages of crimson. “And why are you here?”


“You have a better idea of what he wants wit you. Ye offended him, and now he will make ye pay. The Watchman already has anything he desires. Those he brings here, he makes them pay in pain,” she whispered. She then turned her back to him, and lifting her shirt showed angry welts that blazed across her back like crimson ribbons. Turning back with a grimace, she asked, “See those instruments on the wall?”


Sorin did. It was all she had to say. The Watchman—whoever he was—enjoyed torture. If Thomas had wronged this monster in the past, it stood to reason Sorin’s captor would harm him in some way by association or use him against Thomas. Crime had eyes everywhere in a city this size, and the likelihood someone with wicked intent saw them enter the city was good. The two thugs who had kidnapped Sorin probably got a reward for their efforts. Sorin knew he had to learn as much about the situation as he could if he were to be released. He had no doubt Thomas would be looking for him, but how would the old man find him? Sorin would have to rely solely on himself.


He suddenly patted his clothing. The knife Thomas had given him was gone.


“This Watchman doesn’t bring just anyone here, does he?” Sorin asked, his head clearing a bit. He glanced around the room meaningfully. “Only those who have seriously offended him are brought here, right? So what’d the others do to warrant it?”


“The fellow hangin’ at the far end, a Ward of the Kingdom,” she said, and Sorin strained to view him better. A stack of burnished-steel armor lay in the corner of the man’s cell as some sort of reminder. “I don’t know what he did, but safe to assume he either defended the Kingdom at the Watchman’s detriment or he was a dirty guard who didn’t hold up his end of the bargain. The Watchman broke both of his legs a few days ago. The Ward howled from the pain before passing out. That’s why he hangs there—still unconscious. He won’t last much longer.”


“What’d you do?”


A defiant glare filled her face. “I stole from him.”


“I bet petty theft happens frequently, and especially to him. There’s more to it than that.”


Anger smoldered in her eyes. “I tried to steal from him, and when he caught me by my wrist, I stabbed him in the leg with my dagger. I didn’t know who he was. If I had ye better believe I wouldn’t have gone near him. He was dressed like a wealthy merchant prince of the city. How was I supposed to know what I was doing?”


“Maybe you shouldn’t have been stealing?”


She grunted and shook her head. “You know nothin’ of the city.”


“And the old man?” Sorin asked, looking at the sleeping, ragged lump on the floor. “What did he do?”


“I don’t know what he did. He’s been here so long I doubt he even remembers. Besides, he no longer has his tongue.”


The girl grabbed the bars that their cells shared and looked at Sorin with a maddening sincerity he found disconcerting. “Listen. When the Watchman first came to me here, he pulled me out of my cell and offered me my choice of blade. He told me if I could kill him, I would go free and save the other two here. He offered me the chance to kill him.”


“What happened?” Sorin asked.


“I took a short sword out and failed. I’m not ignorant with a blade, but he was smooth and fast and practiced. He had me on my back, disarmed, and bleeding before I knew what was happening. Since then he has hurt me, and he would have hurt me more if it weren’t for his preoccupation with the other two. I tell ye this now because there is a chance he will make ye the same offer.”


“I can’t kill him,” Sorin hissed through the bars.


“You have to. If you don’t, we are all dead.”


“Why would he give a person that chance?” Sorin asked.


“I don’t know. But look at this place,” she said. “It is obvious he gets sick pleasure out of torturing those who cross him. Perhaps it is one more game to him. He strapped me against the bars of my cell and whipped and cut me until I nearly passed out from the pain. Then he stopped, only to return and begin again. He takes great joy from it and whispers his intentions before he fulfills them.” She shuddered. “Ye don’t want that. Do ye have any skill with a blade at all?”


Sorin shook his head. “I don’t. I’m a blacksmith, not a warrior.”


“So ye aren’t a priest then.” Her snide tone burned the air of the cell.


The headache thundering through his thoughts gave Sorin fuel to retort. “Look, I haven’t done anything to deserve being here,” he snapped. “You expect me to murder someone I don’t know and have never wronged? And after telling me the Watchman disarmed you as easily as he did, does it make a whole lot of sense for me to even try—to provoke him? Is that the only way out of here, to play his games?”


“Tis,” she said frankly.


“I won’t kill.” He paused letting his anger cool. “I guess I’m not like you.”


“Soon you will be,” she replied, her whisper growing sharper. “When he hurts you so bad you wish you were dead, you’ll give anything to have the chance to do it back.”


The sound of footsteps halted Sorin’s reply. The old man wheezed on in his dreams; the unconscious Ward hung with his chin on his chest. The girl moved away deeper into her cell as if the approaching sound was a form of torture. From the girl’s reaction, the Watchman came.


A figure materialized in the torchlight from the doorless entryway with smooth, confident strides. He was tall, wearing fine black clothes that accentuated his lithe body like a second skin. Long-fingered hands were folded in front of him in a relaxed fashion, as if he were a pious, humble priest looking in on his flock. He had faint, arched eyebrows beneath a crop of short white hair that bordered a thin nose, prominent cheekbones, and sharply-pointed jaw. A predatory glint sparked within his lavender eyes at the sight of his new occupant reminding Sorin of a hawk spotting a field mouse.


Although Sorin had seen a great deal on his travels, he was not prepared for the figure that stopped before his cell.


He was one of the Feyr.


Sorin had never seen one of the race, although he had heard tales while working at his father’s town smithy. They were a race that had defied the machinations of the Wrathful and, barely escaping with their society and culture intact, disappeared from the Kingdom almost entirely. In the tales, they held extraordinary grace and wisdom, and architects of the brightest civilization the world had ever known.


All of those legends shattered as soon as the Watchman entered, a Feyr who obviously possessed none of the attributes Sorin believed was characteristic of the Feyr race.


“Awake, I see,” the Watchman said, his voice silk. “You were dark for quite a while. I’m afraid some of the less hospitable in the city lack manners. I am sorry for their actions.”


Even though his jailor had apologized, only cold insincerity reached Sorin. He decided to say nothing, hoping to gain an insight into why he was there.


The Watchman caressed one of the steel bars. “Perhaps the blow to your head also knocked your tongue free?”


Sorin was still. “I’ve done nothing to you. Let me go.”


“It does speak, after all,” the Feyr chuckled, his long finger running down the lock on Sorin’s cage. “Why would I let my prize go free? We haven’t had time to become acquainted.”


“What do you want?”


“The direct approach. Good business is conducted in such a fashion,” the Watchman said as he folded his arms across his chest. “I’ll do you the courtesy as well. You are here because you travel with a man I despise. I had no idea he had returned to Aris Shae, but time and patience have a way of rewarding. Your value is undeniable to me. But I think the better question is, who are you?” he asked, a wry grin tugging at the corners of his thin-lipped mouth. “How do you know the the family-slaying knight?”


Knight? From the things Sorin had seen Thomas do, it made sense he was—at least at one time—a ward devoted to the defense of the Kingdom. Had Thomas somehow gotten in the way of this Feyr’s ambitions at one point, the result being the death of Thomas’s family? Is that how he had succumbed to depression? An animosity of the kind burning behind the Watchman’s eyes could only sprout from true and warranted hatred.


“Are you his grandson, I wonder?” the Feyr questioned.


Sorin nodded, not knowing what to say. “We came here to visit with one of his friends.”


“You lie, boy,” the Watchman said, his words frosty. “The old man has no family left.”


If Sorin had been afraid before, he was terrified now. The Feyr did know Thomas well—or knew enough to act the part—and it meant Sorin was dangerously ensconced in the old man’s past recriminations. Sorin’s father had been fond of saying one’s past was never too far gone to come back to haunt you. Now Thomas’s past had also ensnared Sorin.


“He took me in when no one else would after the deaths of my parents. I am an orphan.”


The Watchman stared into Sorin, trying to uncover deceit. Finally, the Feyr chuckled. “How interesting. Trying to rebuild what he lost. How utterly sad.” The Watchman paused. “What friend is he seeing?”


“I don’t know. He didn’t say.”


The Feyr turned and with a single deft movement plucked from the wall a wicked-looking serrated knife with deep furrows. Producing a brass key from the black folds of his shirt, he opened Sorin’s cell door slowly and gestured to the weapon-laden wall. “I give every one of my guests a chance at freedom. It is a little game I like to play from time to time. I’m betting that if Thomas raised you, you might be a tad more interesting than most of those who slight me.”


“I won’t do it,” Sorin growled. “I have no skill.”


The Watchman stopped. “You don’t want a chance at escape?”


“I do. I won’t kill you to get it.”


“You don’t have a choice.”


“I will not damn my soul before the All Father. To murder is to lose one’s self.”


“So says who? Godwyn Keep?” the Feyr spat. “People murder every day, and the church is no exception. For you to believe otherwise shows your ignorance.”


Once, the injustice of his parents’ deaths would have steeled Sorin to commit murder to find the reasons they had been attacked. Now, the need for revenge was quelled.


“We Feyr see much in the human heart,” the pointed-eared figure said. “In yours I see a desire to revenge some wrong-doing.”


Sorin said nothing. To speak may betray what he had gained in the Sentinel Glade.


The Watchman waited, his skin pale orange in the flickering light of the torches. He then grinned. “I see coercion will be necessary. Irve, pull Lemmuel from his cell.”


A broad, bearded man appeared and lumbered to the cell beside Sorin’s. The Feyr’s accomplice opened the wheezing man’s cell door and dragged the ancient, mute prisoner from his confines. He dropped him in the middle of the room, a crumpled mess. As Irve backed away, Sorin saw how weak and disoriented the old man was. Bloodshot, weepy eyes opened to gaze at the Watchman and then Sorin. There, he saw absolute suffering, and it frightened him. It was a reminder to Sorin what the Watchman may yet do to him if he failed to act.


The Feyr offered him a simple short sword. Sorin grudgingly took it.


“If you don’t kill me, I will kill him,” the Feyr stated, pointing at his oldest prisoner with the glimmering point of his knife. A wide pink grin spread across his pale face. “His blood will be on your hands. Let’s see if Godwyn’s sensibilities let you grasp that damnation.”


Sorin said nothing. He looked down on the bearded man near his feet, his face riddled with scars. The girl’s gaze was upon him, wanting retribution for what had been done to her.


The sword slipped from his fingers. It clanked loudly against the stone floor.


The Watchman struck like a viper at the sound, a blur of motion so quick Sorin could barely follow it. The serrated blade drove deep into the old man’s jowls, opening his throat. The old prisoner made no sound as his entire body slumped to the floor and went limp. His eyes lost focus, the life there darkened. Blood pooled around the man’s face slowly, as though even the red stain was as tired as the man had been in life.


The Feyr battered Sorin across the cheek with his free hand. Unexpected flame exploded in the young man’s head. He fell to the cold stone, the welling of blood in his mouth tasting of sweet iron.


Visions of the last few days fluttered at the edge of his consciousness until he settled on one more real than the others. As if it were happening again, Artiq stood over the fallen boy, victorious as it crushed its enemy beneath its hooves. Sorin reached out to the horse, disappearing inside his own consciousness before the Watchman threw another strike. Sorin’s blood pumped like the rumbling of hooves across a plain, and he smelled the faint scent of sweat and green grass, the freedom of the open plain exhilarating and refreshing compared to the stale city air. The image of Artiq danced before his eyes, and a part of him was bolstered by the horse’s strength in the vision. Sorin’s sight cleared, and he was again alone with the Watchman standing over him.


The Feyr wiped his blade free of blood. “Irve, remove this sack of rotten meat. It’s cluttering up my dungeon.” He looked down on Sorin. “When I return, boy, you’d better cooperate.” As Irve appeared to carry out his master’s wishes, the Feyr pointed at the girl. “If not, she will be next.”


The Watchman turned and walked out. Sorin stared at the old man’s lifeless body, wondering if he should have tried to kill the Feyr. With no conclusion at hand, he stared at the stone floor for a long time.


* * * * *


Sorin dozed for a time. The cut on the inside of his mouth had stopped bleeding, but the headache from the blow still thundered.


The Watchman had killed and Sorin was responsible. A part of him knew the old prisoner truly died years before, his humanity stripped by aggravated, unflinching pain delivered by the Watchman, but that did not stop the tears from stinging Sorin’s eyes or the anger he felt at being part of the Feyr’s twisted lifestyle. If Sorin had intervened and fought the Watchman, perhaps it all would have turned out differently.


He slept for a time, finding solace, but the Watchman returned after Sorin woke. The girl had remained silent after the murder, not displaying anger or resentment with Sorin for not trying to kill the Watchman. Sorin did not know how long his captor had been away, but it was long enough for him to exchange his black clothing for a pressed white shirt, a forest green silk tunic that shimmered in the torchlight, and navy pants he tucked into shiny leather boots. Lemmuel’s body had been taken away but his spilt blood had congealed into a solid black pool.


The Watchman stood once more outside Sorin’s cell, mindful of the blood. “Has Lemmuel convinced you to fight, boy? Will you tell me what I want to know? Who was Thomas coming to see?”


“I don’t know!” Sorin screamed with red-hot anger.


“Maybe you’ll be more willing to tell me the truth if I show you what it means to lie to me.” The Watchman unlocked Sorin’s cell and pulled the young man out into the room. “Grab a weapon.”


Sorin looked at the wall before focusing on the floor.


“It’s as I thought,” the Watchman sneered. “You are a coward.”


Sorin shook his head, thinking of Relnyn. “I won’t kill. Even in self-defense.”


The Feyr opened the girl’s cell and pulled her free by the arm. The girl fought back with nails, fists, and teeth, but the Watchman’s fingers were wrapped around her like steel bands, a sick light in his eyes. He threw her across the room against the wall, where she quickly grabbed a long dirk and the short sword Sorin had been offered earlier.


“Maybe through another’s misery you will take this seriously,” the Feyr hissed, pulling a long sword from the wall and preparing to engage and strike at the girl.


The girl was prepared when the Watchman turned suddenly, forgetting his prey. A loud crash in the room beyond echoed amongst the stone. Several barely discernible grunts followed, and then intensified as if two men struggled against one another. A twang like the snapping of a bowstring filled the air along with louder growls of conflict. Just as quickly, it grew silent. Sorin had no idea what was happening, but from the look on the Feyr’s face, he assumed it was not something the Watchman had expected.


Exotic eyes staring into the next room, he snarled, “As wily as ever, I see.”


Sorin looked to the entryway but saw nothing. Then Thomas abruptly moved into the dungeon, his sword flickering wickedly in the false light of the torches. The woman Sorin had last seen with Thomas was behind him, daggers drawn and bloodied up to their hilts. She was wounded, blood flowing freely down her left arm from a jagged rent in her shoulder, but she moved gracefully on cat’s feet seemingly unaware of her wound, her entire being fixated on the Watchman. Fury flashed in Thomas’s eyes. In a matter of moments, the Watchman found himself caught between several foes.


“I only want the boy, Merril,” Thomas said, his eyes never leaving the taut-muscled Feyr. “I want no part of your affairs—not any longer.”


The Watchman held his sword at the ready, waiting for an attack. “And yet here you are, mixed in them.”


“At your request,” Thomas replied, edging forward. “Your invitation was in taking him.”


“I thought his introduction to my dungeon would capture your attention. Little did I know you’d arrive as quickly as you did.” The Feyr looked over Thomas’s shoulder at the woman. “Had a little help from the High King’s whore, I see.”


“Let him go, I let you leave here unharmed. As I said, I no longer care for our rivalry.”


“You may not,” the Watchman spat. “But Feyr have long memories.”


“I know where you reside. My companion can bring all of the Kingdom’s force to bear if need be.”


“All the more reason for killing you now.”


The Watchman lashed out, but not at Thomas. He pirouetted over the dead body and disarmed the girl with a single slash that sent her sword clanking harmlessly against the wall and in the same motion kicked her chest. She went flying and crashed against the stone at the back of the room, dazed and unmoving. By the time she landed, the Watchman was already facing his other two foes, his sword weaving back and forth in the air as though alive all on its own.


“What made you come back, Sir Thomas? Did you miss lording over those less fortunate than yourself?” He grinned wide, showing his long white teeth. “Or perhaps you’re here to visit the graves of those you failed to protect?”


Thomas said nothing, squinting at his foe with clear disdain. The tension in the room grew. Sorin observed the Watchman, looking for a weakness they could exploit. So far he had not seen one. The Watchman was incredibly quick and his skill in combat was apparent. One did not oversee Aris Shae’s criminal world and lack proficiency in survival skills. The Feyr was cornered in his own domain and angry for it—a cornered beast always the worst kind. Thomas had dispatched two men at once that day in the forest, but Sorin wondered if he had recovered enough from the dragon poison to overcome the Watchman. Even in a fair fight, could the old man really best a Feyr?


Sorin made an aggressive feint toward Merril, his heart beating rapidly.


It was enough. As the Watchman moved to counter any kind of attack from Sorin, Thomas moved in with speed and skill, slashing at him. The Watchman rebounded from the ruse and parried Thomas’s strokes with precise movements, backing away to give himself room for his return strokes. The woman stayed behind, the quarters of the room too confined for her to join the fight. Thomas had forgotten her—had forgotten everything else in the room aside from Sorin’s jailer—and the old man snarled at his opponent, his face etched with focused rage. Sorin thought Thomas would push the Feyr straight into the room’s back wall with sheer force of will.


There was no room for large swings or heavy combat to win by sheer strength; it was close quarter fighting, and it required speed, dexterity, and alacrity. After his initial barrage, Thomas began to give ground as Merril advanced his attack, the Feyr quicker than his foe, and his long sword flicking into Thomas’s defense as if testing for weakness. With a sheen of sweat on his brow, the old man parried each thrust by his opponent with more desperation; Thomas was not only losing ground, his defense coming a bit later with every attack by the Watchman.


The Feyr saw this and redoubled his efforts, his sword a blur of shimmering steel. He sent a series of thrusts at Thomas’s abdomen. Thomas beat each attempt down, hacking the Feyr’s blade like he meant to cleave it in two.


After one of Merril’s thrusts, Thomas rebounded, sending his blade toward the Watchman’s exposed side. Merril was quick to recover but Thomas’s sword flew in on an even line that would not be denied. It bit into his foe’s thigh, and his scream of agony echoed in the room. Merril fell, a black stain spreading over his pants. He held onto his sword, but failed to rise, his leg unwilling to cooperate with the commands its master was giving.


With teeth clenched, the Feyr grated, “You can’t kill the Watchman.”


With firm steadiness, Thomas held his sword at the Feyr’s pointed right ear, breathing hard. “Perhaps I no longer play by the rules of your game, Merril.”


For the first time, fear spread from the Watchman’s purple eyes into his face. He dropped his sword, and it clattered to the floor. “Then kill me in cold blood and have that on your soul along with everything else.”


Thomas stared into his defeated foe’s eyes with frigid fury. He flicked his sword hand, a movement Sorin barely caught. Where Merril’s pointed ear once was, now only a semblance of a bloodied human ear remained. Thomas had cut the point off.


The Watchman clutched at it and screamed in anger.


“Now walk in high society and not be known,” the old man said. He glanced to the woman, and she came forward, her knives replaced by empty bloody hands. Sorin helped the woman unshackle the unconscious ward and, leaving the armor behind, carried him past the prostrate crumpled Watchman. The girl followed, having come awake during the scuffle.


“We will meet again, Thomas,” Merril hissed as the group left the dungeon. “May your family rot in the Beyond.”


The old man ignored the Feyr as he helped the woman with her load. They moved past the sightless lump once known as Irve, and into a tunnel below the dungeon.


Sorin never looked back.






 


 


 


 


Chapter 24


 


When Sorin stumbled from the tunnel doorway into the warm evening sunshine, he took a breath of fresh, free air and felt the pressure from the blow to his head dissipate a bit. The woman—who Thomas called Arianna—had taken the lead the moment they entered the tunnels, and after a long time navigating their way through the twisted confines of the underground system, they came to a staircase she deemed correct. With Sorin and Thomas carrying the Ward between them, the beleaguered group escaped the Watchman and found themselves once more in the streets of Aris Shae.

The girl from the dungeon vanished almost immediately. One moment, she was with them; the next, she had disappeared. It just went to show how ungrateful people could be even when given a great gift. He hoped the girl would appreciate hers and pick less dangerous pockets from now on.

Sweating from the exertion of carrying the heavy Ward, Sorin looked up and saw the white spire of the palace almost directly overhead. Arianna had brought them out of the tunnels near to a soldier garrison sitting next to the palace where they could alleviate themselves of their charge. The Ward began to come out of his pain-induced stupor almost as soon as they had left the dungeon, grumbling unintelligible words. Sorin knew he could have ended up like the Ward—a prisoner of crippling pain. Once they were in the garrison, a healer was called and they left the injured man in the priest’s capable hands.

Thomas then moved to Arianna’s side. “The bleeding’s stopped?”

She looked at her shoulder as if seeing it for the first time and helped Thomas peel back the cloth rent to reveal the bloody mess. “It is deep, but it’s a clean cut. The oaf’s crossbow bolt flew wide and took a part of me with it.”

“We should get that looked at now.”

She shook her head. “I was sent to do a job. After it is done, I will help myself. He was as adamant about seeing you as I have ever seen him be about anything.”

Thomas turned to Sorin. “And you are all right?”

Sorin nodded. “Nothing worse than what I have already been through.”

Thomas grunted. Sheathing one sword and readjusting the bundled sword across his back, he followed after her retreating form.

Now that he had time to do so, Sorin really looked at Arianna. She had a wiry frame but had proven herself tough as aged leather. Even though she was wounded—and badly due to the amount of blood she had lost—she did not show it. She had proven herself to be intelligent, resourceful, and learned in the ways of the city around her, and it was she who had led Thomas to the Watchman’s dungeon. If she had not been with the old man at The Sleepy Drunk when Sorin was taken, he knew he would have never been found.

And then there was Thomas. The Watchman knew Thomas, knew him for who he had been before leaving Aris Shae. The jibes the Feyr had thrown at Thomas were cold and long-standing. If they hated one another, it stood to reason Thomas had been a Ward of some kind in the Kingdom’s army—perhaps even a man of some authority. Whoever had asked Arianna to find Thomas knew of his past, and the old man’s life previous to his moving to Thistledon.

Sorin followed the other two as the sun sank into the west, painting the entire city in a swath of crimson light. His convictions had been shaken. Although he had been raised to trust Godwyn doctrine, his faith had almost gotten him killed. Its teachings decried murder, but the rancor and confusion that crossed his cellmate’s face from his inability to fight the Watchman stunned him even now. He would never forget it. But he would never kill, not for any reason. Relnyn’s lesson—the fall of the Darkrell—scared him. Even if he could corner the jerich, Sorin would not poison his soul with revenge. With that understanding, he knew he would have chosen the same outcome in the dungeon all over again—to not do so would be like murdering himself.

Arianna continued through Aris Shae, the deepening shadows of dusk now graying the world. The area of the city she had brought them into was opulent, the buildings maintained with pristine care and undeniable wealth. Hedges were trimmed and green from watering, and the air lacked the underlying odor of garbage Sorin had noted upon first entering the city. All of the structures were freshly painted and the roads were clear of clutter, the streets designed without the random chaos the outer portions of the city possessed. The three of them wove through dark, cool alleys, staying away from the bright lanterns of the streets and steering clear of as many people as possible. The streets and alleyways all began to look alike, as if Sorin had seen them before, and he noticed each twist and turn disoriented him more and more.

“Why all of the secrecy?” Sorin whispered to Thomas. “Where are we going?”

A smirk crossed Thomas’s face, a tightening of the eyes that warned of thin ice. “There was an attempt on the High King’s life several weeks ago, and it has stirred quite a hornet’s nest in the city. Everyone here is cautious, including our young guide. We are being taken purposefully through this gauntlet not to confuse you or me but to dissuade anyone who is following us.”

Sorin looked behind them. He saw nothing. “The person we are going to see now, is it the same person we came here for?”

“No,” Thomas answered. “In fact, I was hoping to avoid this person entirely. It just goes to show if something can go wrong, it will go wrong.”

With every step, they were climbing up, coming closer to the palace that lorded over the rest of the city from the highest place on the hillside. Where they were going, Sorin was not sure, but a part of him wanted nothing more than a good, soft bed, a large meal, and time to rediscover himself. He missed his parents, and that was the hardest thing he had yet to come to grips with. Time to heal was needed, but time alone had been hard to come by recently.

Arianna left the cobbled street and entered an alleyway that brought them to a large wall spanning out in a circular fashion and disappearing into other parts of the city. It was covered in ivy so thick no aspect of the wall’s stone could be seen, the plants growing from a ribbon of dirt at the wall’s base and weaving over the colossal structure like a suffocating green curtain. Along the wall in both directions the ivy quit, leaving bare white stone for several kingsyards before growing again. All of the buildings in this quarter had their back nearly butted up against the stone barrier, leaving a space as wide as a horse was long.

Their guide counted as she took several distinct strides, and then she inserted her hands into the ivy with certainty. An audible click and release of a hidden mechanism met her satisfied grunt, and a section of the wall swung out to reveal a gaping hole as tall as Thomas and as dark as the bowels of the earth. She ushered the men into the tunnel, and cool air washed over them as the doorway slowly closed behind.

After she rummaged around in the inky blackness, a tiny flame like that of a firefly blossomed in the darkness and grew into a lantern. The light pushed the shadows back, and instead of coming out the other side of the wall, they were in a small tunnel that traveled into the depths of stone blocks.

Arianna looked to Sorin. “We are now within the palace.”

Sorin glanced around the tunnel half-expecting to see some wondrous new sight. When one did not appear, he said, “Nice trick.”

She nodded. “It has come in handy when eluding certain predators of the city.”

“Get a move on. We don’t have all day, girl,” Thomas grumbled.

Arianna moved off into the tunnel, the light from her lantern disappearing with her. Thomas and Sorin followed. The old man did not seem interested in any of what was happening. The Watchman had associated her with the High King. Was he the person they went to see? If so, that meant the ruler of the Kingdom knew of Thomas also, since he was attempting to elude the monarch’s notice. Sorin did not press the matter, knowing forthcoming events would fill in the gaps.

After climbing an indeterminate amount of stairs and feeling his thighs burn from the ascent, Arianna stopped them at the tunnel’s end wall. With her free hand, she pushed one of the many stones. At first it did not budge, but then it sunk slowly inward as if her weight against it was magic. Their stone barrier gave way and swung open on oiled hinges while a small bell rang in the room beyond.

The group stepped into a room of blazing light. It was windowless, with one door aside from the secret entrance they had just used. Four beautifully crafted sconces filled the four corners, their cradled, floating orbs casting all shadows aside with their blue-white light. The walls were lined with books and maps of all sizes, disrupting the plain walls with mosaics of multi-colored leather volumes. Thick rugs helped balance the vivid walls, and several chairs were bunched around an oak desk with three smaller orbs illuminating a menagerie of magnifying glasses, rolled maps, and a pitcher of wine with unfilled goblets. To Sorin, it seemed to be a quiet room with no time for revelry of any kind, a section of the palace devoted to study rather than catering to guests.

Behind the desk, a man with graying hair and a kindly face bounded by a short-cropped, peppery beard was already rising to meet his visitors. He was younger than he first appeared, the gray in his hair belying a face that only hinted at the wrinkles of old age. He wore fine, simple clothing in solid colors. The only thing distinctive about him was a thin circlet of white gold that sat upon his brow, it’s apparent lack of weight inversely proportioned to the gravity found in the man’s gray eyes.

“That took longer than expected,” the man said in a smooth, articulate voice as he stepped to meet the newcomers. Recognition at Thomas in their host’s eyes vanished as quickly as it had come. “Have some complications, did we, Arianna?”

“I was not quick enough, Your Majesty,” the woman said, having left the lantern behind in the tunnel and closing the section of wall firmly behind her. “Before I had time to explain, the Watchman had taken Thomas’s young friend here to draw him out. It took the better part of the night and today to retrieve him.”

“That’s unexpected. The Watchman will be gone by the time we return.” The noble man gave Sorin a cursory glance before noticing the dark, red stain on the woman’s shoulder. “What happened?”

She shrugged, looking down to her shoulder. “I was wounded.”

“On the morrow, I want you to help Rowen find the Watchman’s home. For now, have Riock look at your arm. I no longer require your service tonight.”

Arianna bowed and turned to leave. Before she did, she gave Sorin a warm smile.

Once she was gone, the man turned back. “Thomas.”

“Nialls,” the old man said simply, removing any form of address to the High King of the Kingdom.

Sorin had to hide the surprise at the two men’s familiarity with one another. They knew each other well—that much was apparent—but thick knots of tension now crossed the room and left him in the middle.

“It’s been a long time,” High King Nialls said, treading carefully. “How are you?”

“Living each day as it comes, as we all do.”

“You haven’t changed much, I see.”

Thomas’s gaze was unflinching. “And I see you are a lot grayer now than when I left.”

The High King smiled briefly without humor. “I suppose time has its way with everyone.” He gestured to two of the chairs in front of his desk. “Will you join me, comfortably at least?”

Thomas sat in reply. Sorin followed his friend’s lead. Nialls took his previous seat.

“Arianna let me know the moment her people saw you come into town.” The High King looked at the boy’s soiled clothing and dirtied appearance, an eyebrow arching in question. “Still, she obviously didn’t catch you quickly enough upon your arrival by the look of the young man.”

“Sorin was barely hurt—just some bumps and bruises,” Thomas replied.

Nialls nodded. Sorin could tell the High King wanted to move on to another subject but was not sure how to do so. He finally asked, “Why have you returned?”

Silence fell. The tension in the room tightened like the fall of a hangman’s noose. The pale white light of the orbs did nothing to dispel the growing annoyance in both men. Whatever had happened in the past was still very much in the present.

Before Thomas had a chance to reply, a knock came at the door, firm and short.

“Come,” Nialls said, cutting the thick silence in half with a word.

An old man entered the room, a silver representation of the Illym pinned to his Godwyn faith’s robe. He had an excited spark in his eyes until he saw Thomas; then the glimmer changed to surprise.

“Sir Thomas,” the newcomer said with a smile, offering his hand. “Today is a day for miracles.”

Thomas took the hand with a firm shake and a polite nod. “Pontifex Charl.”

“What did you find, Dendreth?” The High King cut their greeting short.

Easing his body gently into the chair, the Pontifex leaned forward, his initial excitement returned. “It is the horse. It is the only explanation.”

“The reports I’ve had this evening have indicated he has gone. Where is he now?”

“He is gone, Your Majesty,” Dendreth answered. “Disappeared with the setting sun.”

“Where to?”

“Into the Gifforn. No one had time to even try to follow him, he was that fleet of foot.”

“This horse you speak of,” Thomas interrupted. “What are you referring to?”

“A giant black stallion appeared outside the eastern gates before the sun rose this morning,” the High King answered. “It pummeled the gates with its hooves. Warden threw rocks at it, but when the horse wouldn’t leave they began shooting arrows into it. Nothing happened; they just bounced off like the horse was made of rock. The gates actually began to fold under its onslaught.”

“Just as I got there, the horse fled into the Gifforn Forest,” Dendreth finished, turning his gaze back to the High King. “After viewing the damage to the city gate, I sent trackers into the woods. When they returned, they reported the horse had vanished, its tracks disappearing from the land entirely.”

Sorin had thought he would never hear of Aerom’s horse again. After it had awakened in the Sentinel Glade, it had galloped away, gone like the wind and as difficult to catch. On his trip to Aris Shae from Lockwood, they had seen no evidence of the beast. Now it appeared he was wrong. “It was Artiq,” Sorin said simply, speaking for the first time.

The High King squinted at Sorin, and all eyes were on him. “Thomas, who is this young man with you?” Nialls asked.

Thomas looked at Sorin, and their eyes met. There, Sorin saw a struggle taking place. Finally, Thomas said, “He is Sorin Westfall, son of Blacksmith Arvel Westfall.”

Thomas then explained with diligent detail the events that had befallen Sorin and his family at the hands of the jerich, the addition of Relnyn at the Monastery of A’lum, and the trip to Lockwood. Thomas finished with the events of the Sentinel Glade and the freeing of Aerom’s horse. Through all of it, Sorin felt exposed and raw, as if those in the room knew who he was but he alone did not.

“You tell the truth?” the High King questioned.

“Have I ever told you differently, Nialls?” Thomas answered with weary disdain as if he had betrayed himself.

His eyes a little wild, Dendreth whispered, “Pontiff Evelina was right.”

“What are you talking about?” Thomas demanded.

Dendreth glanced at Nialls. After a few moments, the High King nodded.

“If you’ll remember, Thomas,” the Pontifex began. “Pontiff Evelina abdicated her position several winters before you left. It was the fall season of the Crimson Tail, where much of the Kingdom bore witness to a falling star so angry it shone red. Superstition ran rampant. Some took it to be an omen of end days; others ignored it.”

“I remember Pontiff Evelina took it to mean neither,” Thomas said. “It broke apart during its fall, creating a smaller red streak in the sky that died as its parent did. Several years later, the smaller also fell.”

“Exactly right, Thomas,” Pontifex Dendreth said. “In the Book of Iorek in the Codex, there is a single line referencing ‘fire will fill the sky chased by two tails separated by birth and time,’ and this would observe the delivery of the All Father’s last great action upon the world, one that would destroy the Wrathful and his darkness forever. Evelina divined Iorek’s prophetic rambling to mean another messiah would come. But like Aerom, this new Fatherhead would be beset by evil and tempted.

“Evelina wanted to comb the land looking for this child, to prevent it from falling into the wrong hands. No one listened to her. Evelina was furious at her ineffectual efforts to persuade Godwyn Council the event was real.”

Sorin had no idea what the Pontifex was talking about. These were people he did not know and events of which he had no comprehension. The Book of Iorek was a book filled with visions and dreams that many did not take stock in. But during the discussion, dread built inside Sorin. Something was not right, and he knew it.

“So strong were her convictions that Evelina decided to leave her position, to search for the child,” Dendreth continued. “Pontiff Garethe became the Keep’s new leader, and seven winters passed. People forgot the comet and Evelina. Then a small boy came to our attention, one possessed of abilities far beyond his age. His parents brought him to Godwyn Keep with hopes of teaching him.”

“Who was the boy?” Thomas asked.

“Whereas all Godwyn faithful with strong ability go through rigorous training to commune with the All Father, the boy demonstrated no need for this training,” the old Pontifex said. “He was like Aerom—attuned to the All Father and his wishes without using song. Pontiff Garethe took it upon himself to unravel the mystery of the boy, and over the next few years, we all saw hope for the future in the eyes of a child. His name was Kieren.

“Then a massive explosion rocked the Keep, and the boy disappeared. Pontiff Garethe said the boy had grown angry with him, volatile, and had destroyed a section of the Keep’s wall in his anger. We all prayed he would return.”

“But he did not,” Nialls added.

“He did not. And ever since then, we on the Godwyn Council have known a possible threat loomed in the world far larger than any one to come before it, even worse than the Wrathful himself.”

“What does any of this have to do with us now?” Thomas growled.

“Several months ago,” Dendreth said. “Godwyn Keep was attacked late at night. The Pontiff was mortally wounded, but in that assault’s advent, something was stolen from the Keep’s Vault and whisked away by two men riding a shrike. Most of the Council—although worried our defenses had been breached—did not concern themselves with the theft. They think the item to be an artifact and nothing more. I believe, however, the theft to be a calculated move to attain a weapon of great power, one to be used for a sinister purpose.”

“Are you saying Kieren stole the Hammer?” Thomas questioned.

“Kieren is a probable option,” the High King said.

“How can you know that?” Thomas inquired. “Has anyone seen him?”

The High King looked to Dendreth before answering. “I think I have. The events swirling in my Kingdom have left me without answers, and the answers I do attain only lead to more questions. My father used to say a good King explores all possibilities. As one of my last avenues, I decided to visit the Rosemere.”

Thomas turned to stone. “What did she say?”

“Nothing. She didn’t appear. But another shade visited, one who exuded power and who hinted at his knowledge of where the item is as well as his allegiance to the Marcher Lord in La Zandia. How he was able to use the Rosemere not even Dendreth can surmise, but it could be no easy feat, and yet it is one Kieren could accomplish.”

“The Marcher Lord moves through La Zandia like wildfire,” Dendreth interrupted. “Taking the Kingdom with him. There are too many events transpiring all at once, and Evelina’s worries are now finally coming to fruition.

“And now,” Nialls continued, “the appearance of a horse impervious to arrows and this young man calling it a name from the Codex many thought to be legend lends weight to the fact he is also more than he seems.”

Only the creaking of chairs broke the silence to fall on the room. Sorin did not know what to say.

“Before she left,” Dendreth finally added, “Evelina also argued the fate of the twin stars from the Book of Iorek. She asked, why would the All Father send two? It is now my belief that the second star that fell winters later was meant to counteract Kieren if he was led astray into darkness.” The Pontifex looked at Sorin. “Have you done anything extraordinary you cannot explain, young man?”

Sorin thought about it. Nothing in his life had been extraordinary. He shook his head. “I’m only a blacksmith.”

“He has,” Thomas said, looking on Sorin with sad eyes. “At the Monastery of A’lum. He essentially saved us all from the dragon by calling flocks of crows to hamper the great beast long enough for it to be slain.”

Letting the disbelief pass, Sorin thought back on the dragon’s attack. He had become dizzy and fallen to his knees, a rush of blackness flowing through him. The next moment he looked up, a swarm of black birds had unnaturally flown in to disorient the dragon long enough for Relnyn to kill it. He had done nothing overt.

Dendreth looked at Sorin. “Is that true?”

“Something happened.” Sorin paused. “I’m not sure what though.”

“You felt it happen, Thomas?” Dendreth confirmed.

“I did. Even though I was battling the beast, and it was for only a few moments, I felt it.”

The three men looked at Sorin anew. He had never been so torn to want to stay to discover answers and yet flee before getting them. 

The High King tapped his desk, lost in thought. Nialls turned to the aged Pontifex. “This is unexpected. That explains the presence of the jerich, if what you say is true, Thomas. It has been sent to kill the boy before he can enact the All Father’s purpose.”

The Pontifex nodded. “And Godwyn Keep does not have the power to harm the jerich. It is beyond our tenets, although it is written in early Kingdom Annals the First Warden has such authority.”

“You mentioned there are now more questions than answers,” Thomas said.

“The Marcher Lord is moving to the border of La Zandia,” the High King said, pointing at the map only he could see. “Rowen moves Kingdom forces to meet the threat. I am giving him one more opportunity to come to a bargaining table before I ride out to meet him.” He paused. “In Blackrhein Reach, Cwen Errich has crowned herself a king after her husband’s death on his pleasure barge. She is massing the pagan clans—for what, we do not know.”

“All true, Thomas,” Dendreth said.

“I called you here for a reason,” Nialls stared at Thomas. “I know you have misgivings about me that far transcend any possibility for healing. But there is a great deal more that you do not know. What I call on you to do is not personal, but for the good of the Kingdom and those who live within its borders. It is one of necessity and not choice, and—”

“I am no longer in your service,” Thomas halted Nialls with a wave of his hand. “I’m not even in Godwyn’s service, at least not as the written doctrine demands at its most meager levels. If I had my choice about this, Sorin and I would not be here.”

The High King looked perplexed. “Sitting beside you is prophecy incarnate, living and breathing, and yet you do not believe? You still cannot look beyond your own selfishness.”

Thomas rose from his seat, his face reddened with ire. “I lost belief a long time ago. At your command, I lost the base of my faith! I will not subject Sorin—a young man whom I swore to protect long ago—to the same ”

“That may be,” Nialls replied, softening his voice. “And perhaps he should be the master of his own decisions. But you are not the only one to have lost loved ones. I have apologized to you; I have apologized to the All Father every day. I feel your pain almost as acutely as you do, but it changes nothing for me when it comes to the Kingdom.”

With his fingers interlaced before him, Nialls stared hard at Thomas before rising from his chair. “I want to show you something.”

Thomas was hesitant before following, his jaw clenched. Sorin and Dendreth joined him.

The group of men traveled through several short hallways before coming to a wide corridor intersecting with a multitude of other passages. Nialls moved ahead quickly, and Sorin noticed the Pontifex limped to keep up, grating his teeth with every step. Whatever the High King meant to show them, Dendreth wanted to be there, and no injury was going to keep him behind.

The passage ended in a short flight of stairs and they stepped outdoors into a small flower garden, the night’s humidity cooling beneath the starry sky. The spire Sorin had seen from outside the city rose in the middle of the garden, enormous now that he stood directly beneath it. Tall rhododendrons encircled the perimeter of the tower, their large-leafed branches interlocking to form one continuous trellis that clematises grew into and bloomed within. It was a simple, serene place, hidden in the middle of the palace, the ground on which the tower stood the place the Scholars first met after Aerom’s death. It was a holy shrine of sorts, a monument even the stars were forced to acknowledge.

Sorin did not know what to think anymore. Oryn had told him Thomas was hiding the truth, and now that they were finally in Aris Shae, the truth seemed to be coming in an unending torrent. The things the men had been talking about were maddening. History had somehow come with its own agenda, and powers he could barely comprehend were aligning around him with more demands and expectations. He had so many questions, and yet he had no idea where to begin. He was a blacksmith from a small town far on the outskirts of the Kingdom; what could he have to offer the world? He did not feel different, but now a dark tide swirled, threatening to pull him under.

High King Nialls entered the base of the giant spire through an oak door recessed into the stone. Picking up one of two orb-filled sconces that lit the doorway, he climbed. “An attempt on my life happened a few days ago—a boy, really—with no clear advantage for committing such a crime. As he was bringing the water from the Rosemere to the Bacilus Cathedral, he suddenly erupted in flame and attacked me as I sat in the front pew.” The High King pulled his arm sleeve up to reveal a band of scarred flesh. Sorin thought the scar half-resembled embedded fingers. “If it weren’t for his companion, who pulled the assassin off of me, I’d be dead.”

Thomas nodded half-heartedly. “What did you find out?”

“The shade in the Rosemere accepted responsibility for it. Said he was testing me.” Nialls shook his head. “I don’t believe that. The aggressiveness of the attack left me doubting its words. No, there was true intent to kill me. As I began looking for another explanation, Dendreth found what I am about to show you.”

They climbed the steps, the High King lighting the way. In the confines of the tower, stone trapped Sorin. He was used to open spaces, not the weight of the city around him. The steps continued endlessly, and his legs began to burn at the King’s pace. What had happened to the High King had left him anxious for answers.

The stairs led directly to a door and nothing more. It was well cared for—as the entire stairway and tower clearly were—and it looked thick as a Sentinel, so oiled and shiny it reflected the orb’s light and their images like a dingy mirror. As he ensured the entire company was present, the High King wordlessly took a thick key from his pocket and inserted it into the lock. Rather than turn and open the door, he pushed on a single stone that made up the arch of the doorframe. It sunk for a moment before a click snapped. The door opened with no effort, its hinges oiled and smooth.

Sorin and the others stepped into the uppermost chamber of the tower. For as large as the room was, it was mostly empty, the high, glassless windows giving it a freedom and openness only the sky truly possessed. The night would be hitting its midnight stride soon, but the moon and stars shone with enough light to produce a world outside of the chamber. The view no one else seemed to notice transfixed Sorin; the ocean undulating in the briefest of light, the thin puffy remnants of clouds in the sky, the mix of stars at the edge of the sea. It was a place Sorin wished he could halt his life to pull its unraveling threads back together, and discover the truth everyone else around him seemed to know.

Surrounded by five highly-cushioned chairs, a leather-bound book sat upon a simple pedestal of dark wood. The book was open to its end as if the previous reader had yet to finish up its last few pages. The High King moved to it and ran his hands lightly over the pages.

“Do you know what this is, Thomas?”

Thomas walked to the pedestal and after a cursory glance said, “It’s the Codex.”

“Not just any Codex,” the Pontifex interjected at their side. “It is an edition not seen by the Kingdom for millennia, one I found on Westor locked deep within Memoria. Most of it is the same, with the exception of the Book of Iorek. It is there, embedded in the pages of prophecy, where additions have been made—or, more accurately, someone took the Book once and omitted a great many things from its original text.”

Thomas seemed unimpressed. “That makes no sense. Why would someone go to those lengths at the onset of Godwyn Keep?”

Dendreth pressed his finger gently against the text on the right hand page. “Here is the briefest mention of a High King’s fate when the end days have come: ‘behold, royal blood flows.’ It is our guess the kings of the First Reign had the revelation of an assassination attempt stricken from the copied pages of the Codex, among other passages. The wisdom of such a thing astounds me; but then again, if the populace knew that killing a High King was possible—even desirable—perhaps it would give them ideas. Many such passages have been omitted from the original, ones with portents just as dire.”

Nialls stepped in again. “No matter the consequence, here I stand, saved from the fate that will befall one of the High Kings of this land—perhaps even myself in the near future. Until then, I have time to act. All of these events we have spoken here tonight—events ranging from La Zandia, to Blackrhein Reach, to the halls of Godwyn Keep, coupled with what Dendreth has discovered in the Codex suggest the Wrathful has returned and recruited Kieren to his hellish cause. Evil has a design, a purpose, and we think we know what it is.

“In the meantime, there is something more dire in the world than what either of us can comprehend, and petty grievances from our shared past will only aid the Wrathful and his intentions. I fear our time may be limited already.”

“What do you want from me?” Thomas asked Nialls.

“You must help Sorin Westfall find the Fell Hammer of Aerom.”





 


 


 


 


Chapter 25


 


“Find the Hammer?!” The words exploded from Thomas before Sorin could even comprehend what the High King was suggesting. Thomas raised his voice even higher, his blue eyes and gesturing as wild as his hair. “Are you out of your mind?”

“That’s what Laver Herid would have of me.” Undaunted by the anger Thomas displayed, Nialls did not back down. “The Hammer isn’t an instrument of innocent bedtime stories or relegated to the blind musings of ancient historians who have nothing better to do than debate.”

“Indeed,” Dendreth said shortly.

“The Hammer is power—nothing more,” Nialls said. “It drove the iron nail through Aerom’s hands and left him pinned to the tree in the Rosemere pool, rendering him stricken until his own pain and spilling life’s blood killed him. That blood—the blood of the All Father for all intents and purposes—splashed the Hammer, creating from a simple blacksmith’s tool a weapon the world has never seen. The Codex has said as much, and it will be used to end the All Father’s power here on this world.”

“What proof do you have, if any?” Thomas demanded, unwilling to let it go.

Dendreth stepped between the High King and Thomas and flipped through several pages of the Book of Iorek. He pointed at several passages. Thomas read them, and Sorin found himself being drawn to them as well.

“You can’t know that is what’s happening,” Thomas said to both men, his anger replaced by a modicum of civility. “Everything I have seen doesn’t relate to this.”

“Dendreth,” Nialls said. “Show him.”

The limping Pontifex moved from the pedestal into a corner of the chamber. There, as a brisk evening wind stirred his robes, he pulled some cloth from a long, golden object—a cylinder Dendreth placed on a four-legged stand.

He looked through one end of the tube, made a few adjustments with two knobs on its side, and when satisfied, stepped aside for Thomas. As he moved to place his eye to the end of the tube as Dendreth had, the Pontifex looked outside. “This is a spyglass. Molded glass at either end help bring things in the distance closer to the eye as if you stood right there with them. Lorien Silas of Westor built it and gave it as a gift to Pontiff Garethe.”

Thomas looked through it and after squinting a few moments said, “It can’t be.”

“It is,” the High King said, ushering Sorin forward for a view.

Sorin looked through the tube, uncertain what he would find but sure it would not be pleasant from the reaction Thomas had. The star field immediately sprang into view, pinpricks of icy light dancing in their black bed. As he grew accustomed to the spyglass and what he viewed, a dark silhouette moved across his vision, its angles sharp and sinuous. He moved the tube to follow the movement and discovered dozens more with thick bodies and long wings riding the heavens, enough to blot out the stars in inky madness. He had seen this before, but in a different part of the Kingdom, as night fell and he and his parents traveled home from Thistledon. At that time, awe, wonder, and curiosity had filled him; now, disbelief and confusion melded with his blossomed fear.

Dragons. Hundreds of dragons.

“Every night they fly overhead, and every night they haunt my dreams,” Nialls said. “Thomas, if you need proof that an ill will is in the air, there it is. As far as we can tell, they travel to Falkind Island where the Soors tend to their flocks peacefully. Not any longer, I’d wager.”

“And they aren’t doing anything?”

“We do not know,” the High King answered, sitting down in one of the chairs. “I will be sending a delegation there by ship to discern what is really happening.”

“How many have gathered?” Sorin asked.

Nialls shook his head. “Thousands, if not hundreds of thousands.”

“How did you discover this?” Thomas questioned, looking out into the night as if he could see the dragons without the aid of the spyglass. “They are flying at night, which is as unnatural as their migration. Was the Pontiff aware of it?”

Nialls nodded. “So aware of it he sent me a note requesting my presence at Godwyn Keep the day of the attack. When I realized action had to be taken if I was to have a strong Kingdom to meet this brunt, Dendreth tried to resuscitate Pontiff Garethe from his coma. It didn’t work, but the Pontifex was given insight into the Pontiff’s memories. Those creatures out there in the night—they were in one of them.”

Dendreth had turned away from the window, sorrow etched into his wrinkled face. Thomas sensed it too. “There is more you aren’t telling us, Dendreth.”

The Pontifex shook his head. “It was a terrible aching within the Pontiff’s mind. I wish I could have done more for him.”

“If dragons stir and are gathering,” the High King said, “It can mean only one thing. The Wrathful is once again going to war. Dendreth believes at some point after Kieren was born, the Wrathful seduced him. Not to kill him—as he would have done to Aerom if he had known the All Father’s plan—but to recruit him. What Aerom showed the Evil One was the savior was human. This time, the Wrathful waited. At some point when Kieren was at Godwyn Keep, he fell from grace and fled, leaving goodness and virtue behind. Years passed, with no knowledge of where Kieren might have been or what he may have been doing.”

“What could have made a savior turn evil?” Thomas asked, perplexity drawn on his face. “Is that not blasphemy of the highest order at Godwyn Keep? Was not the Fatherhead the All Father in the flesh?”

“In the Codex,” Dendreth replied, “Aerom reiterates he is a man and yet more than a man. If the All Father was a man, in this imperfect world, then he had all the faults we have—the capacity to sin, to anger, to be moved to violence, greed, and jealousy. These things are in each of us, and that is also true of Kieren. He could have become so damaged by the exploits of the Wrathful that he has now become the gravest of threats.”

“If what you say is true about Kieren and he has indeed become the pawn of Evil, what does he want with the Hammer of Aerom?” Thomas asked.

“During my Rosemere discussion with him,” Nialls said. “Kieren said he could possess the Hammer at any moment. He also said he was in league with the Marcher Lord. Whether I believe him or not doesn’t matter; what does matter is there are so many events swirling in the Kingdom that I have to embrace all knowledge—regardless if it is legitimate or not.”

“And make the best decisions to protect our people,” Dendreth added.

“Kieren might possess the Hammer; he might not,” Nialls continued. “I still must quell the province of La Zandia and Laver Herid must answer for his trespass. Rowen as we speak is building the Kingdom’s presence at the border of La Zandia, and soon he will ride there himself to carry out what is necessary. I will follow.

“But that still leaves Blackrhein Reach,” Nialls continued. The signs of sleepless nights, worry, and grief were deep in the High King’s mien. “Two men riding a Reach shrike broke into Godwyn Keep and stole the Hammer. They had pagan witchcraeft by which they undid the protective measures on the Vault. It is possible the men were from La Zandia and even now the Hammer is in that province. But that is far away from what we believe their intent is.”

“And that is,” Thomas asked.

“They want it to destroy the Rune of Aerilonoth,” the High King said.

For the first time, Thomas looked as confused as Sorin felt.

“Yes,” Nialls said. “That was my reaction exactly.”

“There are two passages in the Codex that refer to the Hammer and the Rune,” Dendreth said, sitting in a chair and stretching his leg out before him. “Once I had the unedited edition of the Codex from Memoria, I quickly disseminated the passages that had been taken out. In my hunt here in Aris Shae for the possible properties of the Hammer, I had seen reference to the Rune before in an obscure, ancient text written four or five centuries after the War of the Kingdoms. It was there I found what I believe is enough evidence to support the theory the Rune is deep in the Clennick Mountains.”

“What does this Rune do?” Sorin asked.

“No one knows what it looks like,” Dendreth began, “but what it looks like is less important than what it is. Early in the Godwyn faith, much was debated about the world and our faith—aspects of religion and science, what laws govern the world and how it came into being—but few of the debates were truly resolved. Centuries passed and slowly the arguments simmered into what formed as nebulous truth—the truth you and I know today. But that doesn’t change the fact that those truths are still based on unanswered questions no one found conclusions for.

“The Rune of Aerilonoth was the focus of some of these debates. According to the book, there were some who believe it the means by which the All Father touches the world. They believed when one has had extensive training of soul, song, and faith, the soncrist that develops is a plea the All Father answers through the Rune. Some claimed to feel its presence in the Rhein Mountains; others swore on clear nights they could see its shimmering colors keeping the world safe. If the Hammer is used as the Book of Iorek implies, it can destroy the Rune—”

"And hence destroy the connection the All Father has on this world, removing his efforts fully from the land,” Nialls finished.

“So you see, Thomas,” the High King began anew. “The Hammer could also have gone to Blackrhein Reach. Not to be used on the battlefield of La Zandia, but for a different purpose altogether, one whose intent is far darker. Regardless of what you believe or if Dendreth’s theory holds validity, as High King I must look at all possibilities and that is one. Since I go to La Zandia with a large force anyway, there is no point in worrying if it is there—if it is, I will find it. But that leaves no one to ensure it is not in the Reach. And that is why I have asked you here tonight, Thomas.”

“Why didn’t the Wrathful have the Hammer stolen before now?” Thomas asked.

“We do not know, although Dendreth believes from a military point of view it makes sense. Why steal a Hammer and destroy a Rune when one can wait for a new messiah, convert him to your cause, and have the most powerful man in the world as general to your armies? The Wrathful did not have that kind of presence in the War of the Kingdoms; it is conceivable the Evil One is placing a Fatherhead-type figure before his own army this time in hopes of achieving dominance over his nemesis. He also knows the Hammer may be the only thing in this world that can kill Kieren, and for the Evil One to know his plans are going forward smoothly, He left the Hammer in the care of the one place it was secure and unknown—Godwyn Keep.

“We must secure the object that can take victory from him. The Rune, we believe, cannot be destroyed by the will of mankind. The Hammer is the tool by which that can happen, as it is no longer only part of this world, but—after being splashed by the blood of Aerom—a part of the All Father’s world as well. The Wrathful has corrupted a man who should have been this world’s hope.”

A cold stone sunk in Sorin’s stomach, freezing his innards. Events were spiraling out of control. “Why doesn’t the All Father keep all of this from happening?” Sorin asked the group. “Doesn’t He have the power to change anything He desires in this world?”

“He can’t actively place his hand upon the world,” Thomas said. “Imagine the All Father creating a world that was perfect. Then Wrath entered it through the hands of your creation and it is imprisoned there. The world is imperfect at that point, and for perfection to suddenly enter it again would undo the fabric from which it was made.”

“And allow the Wrathful freedom to wage war on the All Father,” Dendreth added.

“For all we know,” Thomas said, “the Wrathful intends to force the All Father’s hand into doing just that.”

“No,” Dendreth said, “The All Father trusts His own design. So do I.”

The High King nodded, looking at Sorin. “The All Father obviously has decided to remedy the situation in the only way He knows how. The second star was your deliverance, Sorin Westfall. It is your role to discover the Hammer as the Codex has prophesied and kill Kieren before he can destroy the Rune.”

“It can’t say that in the Codex,” Thomas interjected angrily. “Killing is not part of the Godwyn way.”

Dendreth looked to the floor but did not speak. Nialls was stern. “I command it.”

“Why me?” Sorin gasped. “It’s not possible.”

“You, seemingly, are the only one who wields enough power to get close enough to Kieren and destroy him. He is the greatest threat the world has ever known. If he is as strong as Dendreth remembers, and he has grown into a mantle of evil, you may be the only person able to counteract his power and rid the world of his presence.”

“Find the Hammer, and you’ll find Kieren,” Dendreth added. “And save the Rune.”

“The trail for the Hammer starts in Blackrhein Reach,” Nialls said. The High King penetrated Sorin’s soul with eyes the color of a fog bank, and they held him fast.

Under the scrutiny of those around him, any semblance of Sorin scattered like leaves in a stiff breeze. For the entire discussion, parts of who he was had been inexorably pulled apart, like his entire life had been a string of lies and deceit and now the truth was undoing that which bound him together. Even though the tower chamber was open to the elements, the walls shrunk upon him, constricting his breathing, paralyzing him with fear. He was being asked to perform the impossible because the men believed Sorin was something he was not. What good would he be against ultimate evil? What good was he if he could not even kill a Feyr in self-defense?

“I can’t do this,” he whispered half to himself.

“You can, and will,” Nialls said in a soft, sincere tone. “There is hope in the world for you to be delivered to us now, at this critical time. You are the only one. Thomas will aid you.”

“I won’t.” The room closed around him, suffocating.

“You must,” Nialls said, coming forward as if to place his hands on Sorin’s shoulders.

“No,” Sorin stated, feeling bile rise into his throat.

Before he knew what he was doing, Sorin was vanishing through the doorway down the tower’s spiral staircase. He blocked out the mixed voices of surprise and worry that chased him. They did not matter. He took three steps at a time, his heart racing from emotions that threatened to smother him. His parents were dead because of who he was; his father had sacrificed himself for a lie. Had they known and not told him? Could he have saved them? Who or what had dispatched the jerich? Kieren? The Evil One himself? Would Sorin ever know? Would the guilt that pierced his heart stay with him forever? The questions swirled inside his head, threatening to overwhelm him.

Soon the tower had swallowed him entirely, and he burst through the oak door at the spire’s bottom into cool air that slapped his fevered skin abruptly. Other than his own muffled breathing, no sound met him and none followed. He looked around, unsure of where he was and not caring, just wanting to run and be free of the pain and fear that gripped him. He was a puppet of a greater design being used, his only role in life reduced to end the life of another human being. If the All Father had put all of this into motion, why would He break His own doctrine? Sorin’s faith was asking him to disregard one of its sacred laws—do not murder. It was a burden he would not fulfill.

Sorin moved toward the entrance to the palace, aware he had to find a place to think unhindered and ponder these new events, when a voice shackled him in place. “Where do you think you’re going?”

He froze. It was a crisp, feminine voice, strong and sure of itself but soft around the edges as if it knew to do otherwise would push Sorin to bolt.

Sorin turned as a shadow freed itself of the rhododendron’s gloom about the base of the tower. It was Arianna.

“This is as far as the High King permits me to go,” she said, hunkered within a light cloak, her cowl lowered. “I have no idea what lies beyond the door. Some say the Tower of Illuminae is a sacred place, although many of those same people muse it is just the High King’s personal sunset view.”

The wildness in Sorin’s heart lessened. He took a deep breath. “Sounds like you don’t believe in the Godwyn faith or what took place here.”

Her liquid-brown eyes shimmered in the starlight. “I only believe in what I am capable of. Events of the past, they don’t change how I conduct my life in the present.”

Either because of what she said or how she said it, Sorin calmed. “How is your arm?”

She did not take her eyes off him. “It’s been attended to. In a few days only a nasty scar will remain. The High King’s healer is adept at his art.” She looked up at the tower. “Is everything all right up there? You seemed in quite a hurry to leave.”

“It is. They are mulling over plans. I had to get some air.”

Arianna nodded. If she suspected anything wrong, she did not show it. “Walk with me?” she asked.

Sorin fell into step. It was long moments before either of them spoke.

“What do you do for the High King?” Sorin asked.

“I do what is required,” she said, pulling her hair back and revealing a strong jawline Sorin found himself tracing down to her slender neck. “I am what the High King needs and none of his other advisors can fulfill, I suppose. He calls me his Shadow. All I know is I’ve had worse men run my life in the past.”

“You were on the streets?”

She nodded. “Grew up in Dockside with the filth and rats. I don’t remember my parents—orphaned I guess. My first memories are thieving for food, being beaten for it, and thieving again. Eventually, I guess, I got pretty good at stealing things.”

“And that’s how you found me in the Watchman’s dungeon? You were once part of that world?”

“For what seemed an eternity,” she said, and a deep-seated sorrow hardened her soft features and disappeared as quickly as it had come. “The Watchman has always been a force here, but one that remained hidden. I was smart enough to lay low and learn the city from the ground up. After a while, I came to be in a street gang—for self-preservation more than anything else—and the leader was an old man named Hestel who treated us like property in return for safety. But we weren’t safe from him; he would hit me if I didn’t bring enough in.” She shrugged. “After a few winters, my skills improved but his treatment didn’t, and I grew tired of him. That’s when I came under the scrutiny of the First Warden and I began a new life here.”

“You ever have to kill anyone?” Sorin asked, grimacing from what he knew.

Either the question itself or the tone of his voice caught her off guard. She turned to face him, and the way the meager moonlight played amongst her smattering of freckles stirred something deep within his gut. Her eyes were chips of midnight that absorbed all light like a void. She looked at him—really looked him in the eye for the first time—and having him trapped she said, “I have.”

“Do you regret it?”

Arianna shook her head and unrequited age draped her face once more. “My only regret is not killing Hestel sooner and slower.”

The hinted scent of clematis blooms reached him and the beaded dew brought by the cooling humidity shined on the trimmed grass of the garden like quicksilver jewels. Sorin tried to discern more of the young woman, but he failed, her dark hair now hiding her like the High King’s nickname suggested. Earlier he had seen she was young; now after talking to her, she was older—not in actual winters of age but in what she had done during that time. Arianna had lived an existence of hardship and pain. The responsibility of her position within the High King’s inner circle lent maturity to her soft voice, but her eyes told the real story. Is this what could have happened to him if he had accepted the Feyr’s offer to win freedom and won? Could it happen to him if he took upon himself what the High King desired?

“How is that cut?” she eventually asked.

For the first time, he was reminded of how grimy and unclean he was. So much had happened in the last two days, he had not paid much attention to himself or his appearance. The headache had gone away but the blood-matted hair remained, and the stink of his own sweat and fear clung to him still. He needed a long bath and new clothes and time away from the past few days to absorb it all. If he looked at himself as Arianna probably did, he would see a young, dirty wretch with haunted eyes and beggar’s clothing. Once he reasserted a semblance of control over his conflicted feelings tonight, he would try to convince Thomas to help him receive what he needed.

Sorin fingered the back of his head; the bump was still there, but his fingers came away blood free. “It doesn’t seem to be bleeding anymore but it’s still tender to the touch.” He grimaced a bit as he prodded. “One of those guys really hit me good.”

“The First Warden already has guards looking for the Watchman,” she said, “but Rowen doesn’t have much hope he will still be at that location. He is like a coyote, that one, sly and cunning and able to withstand the noose we throw out to catch him.” She shrugged. “As for you, we never would have been able to follow your trail through the tunnel passages if you hadn’t been bleeding like a stuck boar. Some good did come from that crack to your skull.”

When the two had walked around the entire Tower of Illuminae, Thomas disentangled himself from the shadows near the entrance to the palace. He did not approach; he only stood there, waiting. Sorin was a bit more settled. He wondered if time was the only thing he needed to overcome any pain or disquiet life threw at him. He did not think that was quite right, but it was a start, and maybe now that Thomas was alone, Sorin could get some honest answers from a man who had not shared any but had quite a few.

Arianna and Sorin walked up the short staircase that separated the circular garden from the palace. He peered into the shadows; the High King and Pontifex were nowhere in sight, disappeared as if they had had enough of Sorin, Kieren, and prophecies for the night.

“They have retired,” Thomas said, addressing Sorin’s unspoken question. “But I doubt Nialls will sleep. He has much on his mind and rightfully so.”

Walking with Arianna had galvanized a part of Sorin’s soul; he realized she had taken control over her life at a young age. He must do the same.

“We must talk,” Sorin said.

“And we shall,” Thomas answered, his eyes wearier than Sorin had seen them yet. “But not tonight. You need your rest for tomorrow. When we do sit down and talk, it will be a long discussion. I will say this, however, as I’ve been wanting to say it for some time now—your father would have been proud of you, Sorin.”

“How did you know him? You can answer that at least.”

“Arvel Westfall,” Thomas sighed. “A strong man. A dependable man. A man some men spent their entire lives looking up to and never quite becoming. I knew him very well. But this is neither the time nor place. Now, we rest. Tomorrow, we will determine our fate together.”

Arianna reached out and squeezed Sorin’s forearm. “Whatever happens, Sorin, you’ll be fine. I know it,” she said, leaving him with Thomas. “You have good friends. Goodnight.”

As Thomas entered the doorway, Sorin stood fixed in his spot and watched her leave. Even as she disappeared into the shadows created by the overhanging branches of the rhododendron trees and vanished behind the tower, he found himself still staring at her and wondering if he would ever see her again.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 26


 


With thoughts careening inside his head in an unceasing menagerie of randomness, Pontifex Erol Tal realized for the fourth time that night he could not sleep. Clad only in a thin silk sheet pulled up past his waist, Erol lay with his eyes wide open and staring at the ceiling. At the base of his neck where the pillow sat bunched like a boulder, a headache had begun. Nights like this had become predictable as of late, his inability to get a full night’s rest taking a toll on his ability to think clearly.

He had tried nearly everything to remedy the problem; wine had worked for a while, but soon it had only inflamed his wild thoughts. Alcohol had led to sweet miotha—a sedative derived from valerian root used to dull the wits of the severely injured—but its potency had also diminished. He had been left one recourse—physical exhaustion—and it only seemed to take effect after the stars had spiraled through half of the night, and the brightening east sky only hours away.

The thoughts that plagued his sleep were vastly numbered; his planning had taken on its own life, needing his attention more than a nighttime of sleep, but all of them revolved around one man—Pontifex Dendreth Charl.

Dendreth had learned something of importance when he had been within Garethe’s mind. Erol did not believe it was the presence of the mindwoorm, evidence the old Pontiff had been murdered. Coming out of his soncrist, Dendreth had immediately gathered the Council together and made plans to assemble the Godwyn bishops to appoint a new Pontiff.

Bringing the leaders of the Keep together was normal—leaving the Keep afterward was not. Dendreth had given the funeral planning to Meriam Aron and left for Aris Shae and the High King once more. Whispers and rumors entered Godwyn Keep that Dendreth had played a role in the ancient Pontiff’s death; Erol knew this because he facilitated them to slander possible competition for the Pontiff’s seat. Whatever had upset Dendreth, it went above and beyond the importance of the upcoming election. So Erol worked hard with what he knew, hoping to learn why the Pontifex left. Now Erol waited, and the waiting propagated his sleepless nights.

He pushed himself up, glowering at the pillow. Most of the bishops had answered their summons and returned to Godwyn Keep, the demands placed on them by their office pushed aside until a new Pontiff took residence. They had been arriving for the last several days, and although a few were not present, the vast majority were and that’s all the doctrine called for. Each vote was weighted the same whether it be cast from a bishop or a Pontifex, the majority of the decision representing the will of the people rather than the power of the Godwyn Council. Historically, sometimes it took a day to come to a decision; sometimes it took weeks. It all depended on the pool of worthy candidates and the political intrigue that could secure the position.

If all went as Erol had planned, he would be Pontiff before sunset the next day. Once Pontiff, Erol would see things changed.

No news had reached him concerning Blackrhein Reach. The assurances the Watchman had given him were still strong, and Erol was not worried—his will would be carried out. He knew the dirtiest work took time to come to fruition, and waiting with bated breath only used resources his mind needed for other ventures. Erol learned a long time ago one could plan the future, but a wise man waited for that future to come to him.

He rolled out of bed, wrapping a lightweight robe about his body and stretched his taut, exhausted muscles. The soft orb-light beckoned to him from the adjoining room, and after donning some worn sandals and a dirk for good measure, he decided to heed the impulse he suffered while tossing in bed and take a walk.

The night was crisp and clear, the Courtyard of Godwyn Keep refreshing, when Erol descended the staircase into the beautiful garden. No one was about. There would be several students and scholars using the various libraries of the Keep—there were at all hours—but they would not bother him here. Too many people devoted their lives to what history had scribbled into ancient books and not enough time to the present they were held within. With any luck, centuries from now, those same types of people—people who let living history pass them by—would be in the Keep’s same libraries reading his deeds as Pontiff.

Those exploits would begin with La Zandia. The spy and confidante of the Marcher Lord had not contacted him since the night since Jimi had interrupted Erol’s meeting. But from all the news that slowly crept to Godwyn Keep and over Erol’s desk, Laver Herid continued to build his force and push the Kingdom’s influence out of the province. In time, La Zandia would be under the complete control of its ancient pagan heritage. That was unacceptable. The High King was waiting, a fool believing diplomacy would win the day, and during that time the Marcher Lord grew stronger. No amount of negotiation or mediation would end the threat. Erol knew he must save the Kingdom from itself, but to do so meant he needed absolute authority of Godwyn’s forces, and that meant becoming Pontiff.

As for those on the Council, he had done what he had to do to secure certain votes there from Cyrus de Lille and Valerie Reu. But, then again, it was the bishops’ votes that mattered most.

The pathway Erol traveled weaved in and out of fragrant rose bushes, green hedges, and trellises before releasing him into the midst of the Illym. The tree rose from the middle of the Courtyard with grandiose, far-reaching branches, the only other presence of note in the sea of night. She was a marvelous creation, a symbol of everything Erol desired to uphold. Although he did not look on the tree with the reverence many of his peers held and he rarely came here to look upon her, he did acknowledge his wish to triumph over evil as those who had welcomed her did. The Illym had been planted and taken root in the soil of a new Kingdom that had beaten tyranny and oppression, but it was also something else. It showed what one man could do against a multitude of evils if his heart was willing to forego life’s pleasures and devote himself to a cause. It was that way for Erol: he would see the world converted to what the Illym stood for, or die trying.

“Wondrous, isn’t she?” A cool whisper met Erol like the caress of a light wind.

Overcoming his initial shock, Erol peered deeper into the shadows that wrapped the Illym’s trunk and saw part of the midnight separate itself from them. The emissary from the Marcher Lord stepped into view, clothed much in the same way he had been the previous times.

Erol walked beneath the canopy of thick, dark leaves. “I’m surprised you took the risk. How did you find your way here?”

“I came as you did, and the risk was necessary. Events are transpiring and wheels within wheels are turning. It was time to meet one last time, to finalize our plans. As you are, I’m not one to suffer failure through poor planning.”

The cloaked figured gently caressed the bark of the Illym as he spoke. Erol wondered what side this creature was really on. The hate for the pagans he had shown Erol the first few meetings was obvious, and yet the figure acted suspiciously like them. And the hate the figure radiated at times felt as though it were directed to anything and everyone, and for that reason, Erol did not fully embrace the plans they made together. The Pontifex’s visitor had somehow entered the Keep without the knowledge of the Wards or feyr’im and had proceeded to run his hands over the sacred tree of Erol’s order.

“You should not touch the Illym,” Erol said.

“It is but a tree, nothing other than what people believe it to be,” the dark figure said.

Erol frowned. A part of him questioned whether this man would become detrimental to Erol’s plans in the future. As long as the Pontifex received his desirable seat and no unforeseen consequences came about, he was more than willing to trade services with this unknown character. But one did not create a monster for it to return an enemy, and a part of Erol was apprehensive that was what was going to be the outcome here.

“What would you like to discuss?” Erol asked, feeling the pleasant weight of his dagger pulling his robe low on one side.

“The First Warden has brought his soldiers into the lands bordering La Zandia and prepared a defensive shield surrounding the province with Kingdom wards and men from this Keep. The High King has offered the Marcher Lord one more opportunity for salvation, and it is one that will ultimately be rejected. The noose is tightening around La Zandia, and war will ensue. It is at that time—when Kingdom forces are strongest—I will cut the legs out from our hated Marcher Lord and send his rebellion and arrogant bloodline into the dust. Soon Godwyn Keep will bring swift and true reclamation to the pagan world, and you will be hailed a savior in your new role for your efforts in converting and protecting the Kingdom.”

“What of Dendreth?” Erol pressed. “He is aware of some part of this and has fled.”

“The efforts of one old man will not change what is to happen,” the figure said, his silky voice calm and reassuring. “Dendreth Charl is a scholar and historian; he is not a man prone to action. He is aware on some level of the machinations we are putting the world through, but in the end, he will see it was for the best. Do not worry about Dendreth, Erol. He is but a fly to the buzzing vulture.”

“So our plan resides ultimately in the election tomorrow.”

“The outcome of the vote will go as planned. You will be Pontiff. And that being true, do I have your Godwyn oath you will bring justice to La Zandia personally, and see to it the pagan filth of the land is cleansed anew and never to return?”

The hairs on the back of Erol’s neck rose. There was something not right about what the mysterious man was asking. It was the language he used. Erol was reminded of a sales pitch by a dishonest merchant on the wharf of Dockside, or the plaintive whine of a child trying to get their way with a resistant parent. Erol caught the subtle quality of what this man was asking, a sinuous twisting of words to accomplish his desires. Erol thought about it, weighed the possibilities, and then let his hesitancy go.

“I will, as Pontiff,” Erol said with quiet conviction.

“The High King is a fool,” the visitor said as though nothing odd had transpired. “It is important you facilitate the defense of the Kingdom armies and see to it they are protected. As time and the High King’s inaction grow, the pagan army’s power increases, and the Marcher Lord will use that to his advantage. If the Kingdom is to have any hope, it must come from you.”

“How will I see that happen?” Erol asked.

“I can see to it the pagan power fails, and in those moments are when Kingdom forces should push hard into the ranks of La Zandia and end the madness quickly with one swift stroke. As Pontiff, the High King will listen to you. Make sure he does. I will see to it Laver Herid is in the midst of it and an open target. We shall obliterate those who have joined the insurrection. Then you can instill whatever Godwyn presence you need in the province and move on to your other endeavors of interest.”

“What will you do afterward?” Erol asked, searching for some evidence for his earlier disquiet. “Will you disappear, content, or go elsewhere?”

“I’ll be satisfied,” the shadow’s tone was cold. “Laver Herid murdered my family. He and his Witches made the mistake of leaving me alive. It took me years to infiltrate his circle, and it will be mere moments to destroy him and his ilk. What will you do with time afterward is the larger question I think.”

Erol’s visitor placed his fingers to his lips and blew hard. No sound was emitted, but Erol thought he heard the crashing roar of waves for a moment far overhead. It disappeared as quickly as Erol tried to focus on it, and he thought perhaps the lack of sleep was undoing him.

“Remember, Erol. It is our union that will crush the Marcher Lord and bring justice to the Kingdom and those who have suffered.”

The black figure backed away from Erol, and his shadow seemed to meld with the Illym once more from whence it had come. “Enjoy yourself tonight.”

Erol walked around the tree, looking for evidence of his visitor, but there was no sign of the man. He was baffled but made his way back through the Courtyard garden to the Keep proper, lost in thought. Some of his apprehension slipped away, the outcome of the election on the morrow a sure thing. Erol’s devious companion was right: there was nothing Dendreth could do now that would stop the forthcoming events.

Of the Godwyn Council members’ votes, he was sure of Cryus and Valarie; both of them were as hungry for seeing Erol Pontiff as they were for their own power and ambition. They recognized, as his midnight visitor had, that Erol was the proper choice from the beginning, and they had given of themselves in ways he had been happy to accept—Cyrus with his field connections and Valarie with her insatiable appetites. They all shared the desire to make the world a better place, but Erol knew they lacked the convictions it took to really make change happen. To do the dirty work—to do the work no one else wanted to do—that was what made Erol successful and ultimately destined to be much more than anyone had given him credit for.

Once he led Godwyn Keep, they would help him establish Godwyn faith in the hearts and souls of pagan worshippers everywhere—with fist and might—and soon the world’s soul would be as clean as the All Father meant it to be.

Of course, that also meant destroying his nighttime accomplice; he was too dangerous to be left alive. The cloaked figure had disappeared entirely from the Courtyard, which meant he had great power. He did not appear to use a soncrist, and Erol was certain he had never trained at Godwyn Keep. It was therefore logical to assume he used witchcraeft. No one with that much power shirked it for an ordinary life. After tomorrow’s events and those to come in La Zandia, Erol would destroy him, leaving no threads untied to reveal the truth of his rise to Pontiff.

Erol walked back into Godwyn Keep and strode silently through its hallways, a predatory cat at home in its own warren. Nothing would stop him now. Even if he wanted to—which he did not—there was no turning back.

After he had taken the numerous stairs of the Isle Tower and found himself finally growing weary enough to sleep, Erol opened the door to his private chambers and froze.

The orbs he had left faintly illuminating his front rooms were dark.

Erol closed the door quietly behind him, allowing his eyes to adjust to the darkness, his lips moist and his throat ready for song. He peered through the gloom, the only light coming from the windows that lined the tower circumference, and the lyrics and notes needed sprang into his mind, ready for voice.

Walking slowly through the rooms, he saw no evidence of tampering—his study was empty, the contents of his desktop were undisturbed, and no one was in his personal guest room. One of the last things his visitor had said nagged at Erol’s tired mind but he could not remember exactly what it was.

He swept his chambers with a patient attention only the most sophisticated predators possess. No one entered his rooms uninvited; to do so would hold consequences.

The other rooms clear, Erol entered his own bedchambers. The walls were clear, the corners empty, and the furniture undisturbed. Erol backed up against his own master bed as soft lips found the back of his neck.

Erol flinched for a moment before recognizing his uninvited guest—Valarie Reu.

She unrobed him with daring certainty and found the knife. “This is not the dagger you will be needing tonight, Pontiff.”

She kissed him, a hint of lavender and sweetness on her tongue, and he kissed her back hard, the fear he had felt upon entering his room bolstering his own need. Whereas Cyrus wanted comfortable wealth and the ability to oversee his province with autonomy, Valarie only needed to be as close to the powerful as possible.

As he breathed her in, he knew he would not sleep well until he slept in the chambers designated for the Pontiff of Godwyn Keep.

Until then, other amusements would have to do.

* * * * *

The next day, men and women from the Kingdom’s provinces gathered to break their nighttime fast and remember the life of Pontiff Garethe. It was a rare instance, and many of the bishops used the time to reacquaint themselves with their common brethren as they mourned. The old Pontiff would join those Godwyn leaders who had died before him and be laid to rest in the crypts of the Sarcatum. There, beneath the cool stone, his body would remain interred inside a carved sarcophagus forever, a symbol of a life spent in the All Father’s service.

In the evening, as the summer sun vanished into the west and the funeral finished with a song of farewell, the vote would begin before the Illym tree. But until that time, Godwyn Keep was astir with interest in what transpired in La Zandia and throughout the entire Kingdom. The rumors spread like wildfire, indistinguishable from one another, a din of noise like hundreds of geese set upon the same piece of land.

Erol was sick of the whole thing before the sun rose above the east wall.

Valarie had left when the dark sky dissolved into the pale pinks and oranges of morning’s sunrise. They had not slept much, but he still felt invigorated, the day of his future at hand. Once his companion left to prepare her bishops for the proper recourse for the evening, Erol rose and dressed in his finest apparel, leaving nothing to spare. Before exiting his chambers to confront the day, Erol checked his appearance in the long mirror that hung in his front room for that purpose, and a smile devoid of happiness had breached his face. He looked strong, competent, and intelligent; he looked every bit like the Pontiff of Godwyn Keep.

Now, as the Pontifex left the rambling noise of the bishops behind him to witness the final preparations for the burial of Pontiff Garethe, a deep voice from behind stopped him. “Can’t stomach the banality either, eh?”

Erol turned to see Pontifex Cyrus de Lille waddling toward him. He was a large man with larger appetites and a thick, wiry beard that got in the way of the man’s mouth. Cyrus’s paunch and lack of work ethic sickened Erol most of the time, but the overweight Pontifex had his people’s respect and therefore held a great deal of power during an event like this. Cyrus took his faith and his place at Godwyn Keep as seriously as Pontiff Garethe had, but Erol had witnessed a desire in the fat man for greater control than the Council allowed.

“There is nothing more for me there, Cyrus,” Erol said. “The time has come. My destiny lies here, before the Illym, and the smoother I can make the day, the earlier I will know my fate.”

Cyrus licked his lips as if bracing for another meal. “The High King is rumored to be preparing for a journey here to bear witness to the vote. If he does, he will be here before evening approaches. Perhaps then we can reap information from him concerning La Zandia and our place there.”

Erol nodded, considering this. If the High King was intending to be here by nightfall for the funeral and election, that meant Dendreth would be coming back to Godwyn Keep as well. As Dendreth had already made clear days earlier, Nialls wanted the seat occupied for the difficult days ahead in La Zandia. The old Pontifex was still absent, his lack of presence creating a stronger case for Erol’s leadership in a time of hardship and uncertainty, but Erol was still uncomfortable. Even though the previous night’s dark visitor had assured him it meant nothing, Erol was still leery of the old man; Dendreth held power, he was highly intelligent, and he had the High King’s ear. Could he have discovered something that put Erol’s plans in jeopardy?

“It will be important to do so,” Erol replied with emotionless ease. “We know Kingdom forces move into the area, with the First Warden moving battalions to meet the threat of the rebellion. But there has been little done to protect those warden from hostile witchcraeft or, for that matter, anything done to move our missionary efforts into the region once the Marcher Lord is defeated. The small warden detail I sent with Bishop Arvus will not be enough. It is in the best interest of the High King to make that happen.”

“And you will do this with or without consent from the Council?” Cyrus questioned.

“I will do what is required and what I must,” Erol said, already feeling the mantle of the Pontiff about his shoulders. “Our priests’ lives may be lost, but it is for a good cause.”

The two men walked out through the giant double door and into the wide-open space of the Keep’s Courtyard. Sunshine topped the Keep’s walls, and the Illym tree shimmered as though on fire. Priests and students filled the area like ants, hastily preparing the Courtyard for the election following the funeral.

An older woman with severely thin features approached them on the pathway, her hair pulled up in a bun that sat upon her head and pulled her face back tightly. Cyrus took the lead and stepped out to meet her.

“Bishop Margarite Theron,” the large man said, bowing his girth the best he knew how, his robes stretching in all the wrong places. “We are fortunate to have your wisdom here from A’lum.”

“The Keep looks much the same, and the Illym is as beautiful and healthy as ever.” She paused, looking at Erol before returning her gaze to Cyrus. “We must talk, in private, your Eminence,” she said, her eyes hard as stone.

“Anything that can be said to me can be said before Pontifex Tal,” Cyrus replied as well as he could through his beard.

Bishop Theron looked at Erol with brilliant green eyes as though he was anything but trustworthy. The Pontifex knew immediately this was one woman who would not be voting for him, and a wave of disdain rose out of his soul but stopped before finding expression on his face.

“Very well then,” she said curtly. “My monastery was attacked by a dragon over a month ago. It is an unusual occurrence, one we are unable to find reason behind, although the dragons of the Krykendaal Mountains have been said to be migrating out of season.

“During the conflict, one of the monastery’s brethren was murdered by strangulation in our sentuarie.”

“How did that wickedness come to pass, Margarite?” Cyrus asked. “Who did it?”

“We know not. The Brother who died was one you sent to A’lum half a winter past—Afram was his name. He was sent by you to strengthen ties with the outlying regions of the Kingdom.”

“From your tone, I’d say you didn’t trust him,” Erol interrupted.

“With respect, I have to say I didn’t,” the Bishop said. “For what real purpose did you send him to A’lum?”

Afram. The man with the scar. Erol remembered him, had often wondered what happened to the hired thug. Afram was not a Brother of Godwyn Keep; he was not even devout unless money was the subject of what his soul was worth. Erol had been given instructions by his mysterious collaborator to send a scout to ascertain rumors a pagan threat grew in the outlying reaches of the Kingdom. Since Cyrus oversaw the Godwyn needs of Vaarland, Erol had had the rotund Pontifex send the man as a priest east. Erol could have paid the assassin from his own expenses and not used Godwyn Keep, but to use the cover of the Keep as the man’s reason for traveling aided his alibi for being there. Cyrus had not asked questions; it was perfectly fine for Erol to search for heretical people in another province, and everything was set in motion.

Mention of the slain man surprised him, but Erol kept it from his demeanor. What could have happened that led Afram down that shadowy road?

“Was there anything else suspicious about Brother Afram’s death?” Cyrus questioned.

She shook her head, then thought about it. “There were two men—an old man and a boy near twenty winters or so—also present at the monastery during that time. But both of them were with me and the other warden fighting the dragon and couldn’t have murdered the priest.”

She stared at Cyrus, challenging him. Cyrus did not cower before his Bishop, the bristles on his face hiding a great deal of his true emotions. “Brother Afram was to strengthen ties with the surrounding countryside, true, but he was also there to witness what our intelligence reported as a rise of witchcraeft in the outlying areas of your province.”

Bishop Theron was unable to hide her shock. “Why was I not informed?”

“The pagan religion is growing bold as of late,” Erol added, heading the argument off. “It required subtlety, and we did not want to stir your monastery. It was not a slight on your authority, I assure you, Bishop.”

 “The Kingdom is unsettled,” she agreed, as stern and solid as steel. “There are odd events occurring everywhere, not just in La Zandia. Does Godwyn Keep have an answer?”

“We are working very hard with the High King on these matters to find a solution,” Erol continued. “Our people and our faith come first, Bishop Theron, of that there can be no doubt even in these trying times. Once Pontiff Garethe is laid to rest, we as a Council will discuss matters that are grave and will include all the Bishops of Godwyn Keep.”

“We will speak again on this before you leave, Bishop Theron,” Cyrus added, taking his cue from Erol to end the conversation. He nodded. “Until tonight.”

“Fare thee well,” Bishop Theron said, moving toward the Illym and the other Bishops.

When she was beyond hearing, Cyrus whispered, “Do you think she knows anything?”

“Not likely. There isn’t much to know in any case. Afram was sent to ferret out any pagan influence in Bervale and Thistledon.”

“Do you think he learned something that ultimately caused his demise?”

“Possibly, Cyrus. Someone clearly took a disliking to him. But why? Were they fellow brothers or was it an outside influence that followed him back to A’lum?”

Both men grew silent as the Courtyard became very warm. It would be another hot day, and the cooling evening would not come quick enough as far as Erol was concerned.

Bishop Theron was right. There was something else out there stirring the pot of malcontent.

And Erol would not stop until he knew what it was.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 27


 


Sorin Westfall awoke to the raised sounds of argument.

He desired to lie still and fall back under the thrall of sleep, but he pushed himself up off his bed with curiosity and peered blearily about the room. The linens were soft against his skin and smelled faintly of lilac, but they were the least of the room’s opulence. It was enormous, with tall windows above the bed that admitted the day’s infant, golden light. Dark, woven tapestries hung to either side of the doorway, highlighting different landscapes of Aris Shae and the surrounding countryside, and beautifully painted vases held flowers that appeared freshly picked. No dust lay anywhere, although Sorin doubted anyone had used the room for some time. It was a bedroom for wealthy merchants or diplomats, not one for an apprentice blacksmith; it was a bedchamber only a High King would ever be privy to own.

Sorin breathed deep. He had slept well. After the High King showed them to their rooms within the royal chambers, Sorin soaked in an enormous stone basin built into the pale granite of a private washroom. Cleansing the road grime from his body, he heated the travel weariness from his muscles as a healing assistant named Sari gently applied salve to the clean wound at the back of his head. She had also grunted in satisfaction at the healed wounds at his shoulder. Once within the grasp of his bed, sleep came swiftly at the first touch of his head to the feather pillow.

Now, feeling at least partially refreshed from his bath and sleep, Sorin slid out of bed and wiped the grit from his eyes. After dressing in clean yet simple clothing, he crept from his room to investigate the livid argument that arose from the main audience room.

Peering around a corner with quiet care, Sorin saw an older man with a nose like a hawk’s beak dressed in chain mail. He was as tall as Thomas and wore padded crimson pants, and a simple short sword lacking ornamentation hung at his side. Short-cropped gray hair stood spiky and receding along the top of his head, and the image of a diamond wreathed in flame was emblazoned on his chest, denoting him a Ward commander of the Kingdom. With shoulders back, chest forward, and chin held high, the man was the epitome of authority and precision, one who would never shirk his duty. Sorin knew immediately for a man whose entire life centered on maintaining calm under severe duress, for him to lose his temper meant there was terrible blood between the two men.

Thomas was seated in one of the many chairs the audience chamber contained, but whereas Sorin had thought both men were contributing to the loud argument, he quickly realized the noise that had awoken him came only from the visitor. Thomas just sat there, looking up at the man with sad, quiet eyes.

“I’m here, Rowen, as a promise given to Arvel Westfall many years ago,” Thomas said evenly, sincerity challenging the visitor’s ire. “There is no need for you to bark at me like a common dog, for that matter.”

“You honor a promise to a blacksmith but not the one to your family?” the other man grated.

With a hard look that could crack granite, Thomas leaned forward. “My family is dead, at the hands of an inconsiderate butcher of men. My promise to the Kingdom ended the moment their blood spilled. You would do well to remember that.”

“Then you aren’t here to take back what is rightfully yours?” Rowen accused with a sneer. “Did you believe for a moment I wouldn’t know of your return?”

“I had hoped we would see one another under better circumstances and not like this, Rowen,” said Thomas, the shadows around his eyes giving his face the spectral appearance of an animated skull. “I had hoped the past could be left there.”

“What you did is unforgivable. The dishonor you’ve brought to your bloodline still haunts you at least, I see. Good. Penance is said to be beneficial for the fallen soul—good for those who fail. I’m not here to make amends or talk—you know why I am here.”

It was then that Thomas rose, but instead of confronting the angry man who stood before him, he disappeared. Sorin had no idea who the man challenging Thomas was, but it was obvious something was awry. It was clear Thomas and the High King had known each other once and their relationship was strained.

And now here was another person who knew Thomas intimately. Guilt had taken up residence within Sorin, guilt that burrowed deep at the knowledge his parents had been murdered for who he was. If the High King expected Sorin to go on a quest for some ancient artifact, he knew he would only go if all secrets were revealed to him and he could make up his own mind.

Thomas returned shortly with the long bundle he had carried with him all the way from Thistledon. He thrust the clothbound object at his accuser and held it rigidly before him as though it were weightless.

“Take it. It was never for me. I do, however, hope it keeps you safe.”

Rowen took it, ignoring the offered bridge of friendship. “You are right about one thing. You never should have been given the honor.”

“How can you hold so much resentment toward me after all of this time?”

The Ward cradled the bundle as though it were a newborn. “Because Thomas, hard times befall all of us. Some are worse than others. What defines our lives is not the pain we have to endure every day but what we do to rise above our grievances, our woe, our mourning over life’s visited sorrows.

Thomas could not look at the man. The floor seemed to hold his answers.

“You know who taught me that?” the man asked through clenched teeth. “You did. When Marianne died, I was lost, but you picked me up by my boots and forced me to acknowledge the rest of the world—to live as though hope remained. Moris needed me and I was there for him, all the while afloat on a sea of anger and sorrow. What did you do when faced with the same situation? You abandoned your post, your responsibility, and your honor; you left to wallow in the mud. You are a shadow. I pity you, so much more now because I can remember who you used to be.”

Thomas was mute, almost as if he had expected Rowen’s answer. “It isn’t the same,” he whispered.

The Ward moved to the door. “I have a question for you. Why did you take the sword?”

Without looking up, Thomas shook his head. “I thought by doing so it would dissuade you from the role and keep you from serving Nialls. I was wrong. Your own desire for glory won out over your common sense and your loyalty to me.”

“Something had to replace the hole in my heart, Thomas. I saw valor, courage, and honor to be the very things that would save me. I suppose in a strange way, I should thank you for being weak. You helped give my life meaning beyond what it used to be. You’ve been wrong about many things.”

“Peace, Rowen,” Thomas said, dismissing the man. “Luck be with you in La Zandia.”

The Ward turned a shade of darker red. “I will bring peace to the land. No bedtime story can prevent war in the south. I leave to bring order to the chaos that envelops La Zandia. Despite what His Majesty told me this morning about what your presence here means, I hope your stay in Aris Shae will be a short one.”

“I have promised him nothing,” Thomas gritted.

“Even so, once finished with your quest, slink back to your backwoods patch where you belong before you damage more by your return.” He turned, and not looking back, opened the door and left the chamber.

After moments passed and it was evident Thomas’s visitor would not be returning, Sorin moved his way into the audience chamber where an uncomfortable silence greeted him.

“Who was that?” he finally managed to ask aloud.

Thomas had seated himself once more and stared at the doorway the man just exited. “He was my friend once, and much more. He was one of several commanders of the Kingdom army when I knew him, and now has risen in ranks, believing himself important.”

“You knew each other. Why were you fighting?”

Thomas sighed, and he suddenly looked very much his age. “There are some relationships in life that are fated, that cannot be undone no matter how difficult they become, with ties so strong not even hate can sever them.”

Sorin did not know what to believe any longer. Pontifex Charl thought him a Codex prophecy incarnate, and the High King believed him an assassin. Time had not offered Sorin the opportunity to wade through the dizzying array of information to make up his own mind. A part of him wanted to lash out, to scream at these people until they and the entire world heard his frustration. And now, with Thomas’s admission he had lived another life here in Aris Shae, Sorin knew it was time to learn the truth of things—all things—and to not leave until he did.

“Who are you, Thomas?” Sorin whispered to calm the older man down. “What happened to you to make you leave Aris Shae?”

“The persistence of youth.” Thomas snorted, as Sorin sat down in a chair directly across from the old man. “I used to be someone not to be trifled with, Sorin. I still am if angered, I suppose.”

“You knew the High King well. Were you an advisor of some kind?”

“I was a military advisor,” Thomas conceded, and he looked frailer than Sorin had ever seen him. “Long ago. Now I am just an old man who lost a great deal and can’t seem to forget.”

“Who murdered your family?”

Shock and then lines of pain registered across Thomas’s face, and he stared at Sorin, appraising how much Sorin knew. Sorin flinched away from the aged blue eyes.

“You were standing there too long,” Thomas chided. Sorin waited for an answer.

Thomas brought his hands together with the solemn look of prayer Sorin knew to be false. “Some of this you won’t like, son.”

It was Sorin’s turn to return the hard stare. “I have to know, Thomas,” he said.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Thomas said pointedly. “To answer your question, I must deviate from the story of your parents; that will be saved for later.

“How can that be?” Sorin admonished.

“Shocking, I know, but save your questions,” Thomas said. “You were born here in Aris Shae. A few years after your birth and after you had already left the city, my commander—who had only been in the role a few winters at that point—ordered me to ensure the Kingdom’s border with Blackrhein Reach was as secure as it could be. I spent an entire summer in the remote wilderness beneath the Falls, away from my family, using compliments of warden battalions to build warning lines and outposts across the wilderness. I remember it was hot that season, suffocating my men and engineers, and I worked all the more to achieve quickly what I was told the Kingdom needed. My commander had promised before I left that if I accomplished the duty he bestowed on me, I could take several weeks’ break from responsibility and spend it with my growing family.

“At that time, my daughter Lorelein was fifteen winters, and my wife and I had twin boys—Jak and Jon—both nine winters old. Their mother, Synthia, was as beautiful as she had been the day I met her, and I was looking forward to being with them away from the palace, away from the city, and out where we could just be a family.

“Upon finishing the job and returning to Aris Shae, I was preparing for our trip when I was called on again by my commander. A border skirmish had erupted along the very same area I just returned from, and he wanted me to investigate. It was rumor and something any number of commanders could have done; I didn’t need to be with them. He argued it was my role to see to the protection of the Kingdom, and therefore he ordered me to go. I told my wife to leave the city as planned, that I would meet up with them as soon as I could. The children were old enough to make the trip, and there was no reason for them to remain in the hot city.

“I took command of a battalion and left, planning to end the skirmish abruptly, and once completed, I would meet my family and forego even entering the city.”

Thomas grew quiet, then finally finished, “They never arrived in the country.”

Tears welled within the old man’s icy-blue eyes as though they were melting. “I came back into the city to discover what had held them up. What I found was the end of my life.”

Sorin was still. Waves of anger and guilt and sorrow were rushing from the old man as if a dam had broken within him. From the moment Sorin had seen him, a quiet, depressive cloud had hung about Thomas, so entwined with his spirit Sorin doubted it would ever be undone. Now, watching him recount his life’s worst moment, Sorin felt nothing but sadness for him.

“I found my family murdered, their bodies long cold,” Thomas struggled on. “They had been killed on the street as they left, their possessions filched from them, their very lives stolen. After I could think coherently again, I used my authority to find out who did it. I swept the city in search and learned Merril—the Watchman—had ordered it.”

It was Sorin’s turn to be shocked. “Why did you let him live then in the dungeon?”

“It is complicated,” Thomas sighed, the tears drying. “Not many know this, and it is very important you keep it to yourself. The Watchman is the crime lord of the city, but he didn’t get his name from being the leader of the underground. He was given the role by one of the first Pontiffs of Godwyn Keep.”

“Godwyn sanctions crime?” Sorin ask, bewildered.

“In a way, yes,” Thomas answered. “When the War of the Kingdoms had taken its toll, the smoke cleared, and the populace was ready to heal from the onslaught of the Wrathful. The leaders of that time discussed limiting authority from the corruptible hands of a single person. Godwyn Keep placed into power three Watchmen. These men were responsible for establishing the Order of Kirzan Knights and organizing the crime elements of the Kingdom, and what began as a faction of the Keep became a ruthless political-balance mechanism. If a kingdom, country, or group becomes too greedy to the point that they are infringing on the basic rights of other lands, the Watchmen use their power and authority to influence the wayward kingdom back to a path near the status quo.

“They do this in a number of ways, from assassinations to well-placed spies to concubines. They are no longer knights of any sort really; they are the shadows we walk upon and help maintain the balance of power on this continent.”

“Why would a crime lord want stability?” Sorin questioned, confused. “I thought they enjoyed chaos.”

“A stable kingdom economy is easy to pilfer, Sorin. In the heart of crime resides the need for routine; people who are routine are prone to planned thievery. If the economy is good, people possess more to be taken. It’s all linked together and the Kirzan Knights are as important now as the Warden of the Kingdom, the Council of Godwyn Keep, or the High King himself. In the end, Merril killed my family as a warning, a warning that was meant for my commander: do not break the status quo, and do not make plans to attack Blackrhein Reach. It is for that reason I didn’t kill Merril; he was merely doing his job—as misdirected as that may seem—and he and I should never have been placed in that position anyway.”

“You let Merril live because it is better to know who the viper is,” Sorin charged.

“Right, and better to not kill him than to have to find his replacement in the darkness of the city. Two of the Watchmen I knew, the third a mystery. If one dies, the other two find his replacement to maintain the balance.” Thomas paused, the veins in his forehead bulging. “Make no mistake, Sorin. I wanted to kill him more than anything for what he did to my family. But having thought about it for winters on end, I know to do so would only endanger more families than it would be worth. Maybe one day he and I will cross paths and he will no longer carry the mantle of Watchman.”

“How do you know all of this?” Sorin asked. “Is the man who was just here part of that past? Was he the commander who ordered you away from your family?”

“No,” the old man said, shaking his head. “The man who just left is my brother.”

Sorin was stunned, stiff in his seat. For some reason, he had never even assumed Thomas had any family, let alone a brother. It just reminded Sorin he did not know Thomas at all.

“He is now First Warden of the Kingdom,” Thomas continued, unhindered by Sorin’s reaction. “He is bound by bloodline and law to uphold the tenets of High King Nialls Chagne and give aid and protection to those who cannot seek it themselves.”

“Then, from what I gathered of your argument, you were the First Warden before him?”

Thomas nodded. He remained silent.

“And the man commanding you could only be the High King.”

“He never should have sent me away from them, Sorin,” Thomas said, anger replacing his sadness. “The High King of all people should have held true to his promise. Instead, he failed to listen to me. If he had, I would have been with them when they were attacked. It might have been different.”

“Could you have made a difference?” Sorin questioned, his heart going out to the man even though the tragedy had happened decades ago. “You could have shared their fate.”

Thomas looked Sorin in the eye, and all the young man saw there was a grief so fresh and undeniably potent that if it could, it would crush every stone in Aris Shae to dust.

“I believe the outcome would have been different, and they could have been saved, even at the cost of my own life.”

“And you moved away, leaving the duty of First Warden to your brother?” Sorin asked, trying to change the subject.

“Sorin, a man should never have to follow someone he does not respect. Nialls was rash and ignorant—twice—and my family paid the price for it.” Thomas stood. “In a way, I’m saddened by what has happened to Nialls’s family over the years, but a part of me believes he deserves every misfortune for the death of my family and the sorrow I’ve endured.”

Sorin thought back to Thistledon and the day before his entire life changed. Thomas had been standing in the back of the church, an old man who appeared there every so often like a ghost that wandered in from the outskirts to view the world of the living before vanishing again. The people of Thistledon stayed away from him, whispering improvised stories about the old man. No one had known Thomas’s history, giving fuel to the imagination, but his father had never joined in on the rancorous musings others displayed. He had seemed indifferent. Now years of mystery faded, and a new man emerged as Thomas opened up; Sorin thought he could at least partially empathize with the hardship life had placed before the old man.

“And you hid all of this from me.”

“It was not yours to know,” Thomas stated.

“Would you deny me knowing my father as well?” Sorin demanded, his lips pursed.

“No, I would not deny you that.” Thomas moved to the door and took a deep breath to steady himself. “Now, we must realize our reason for coming to Aris Shae.”

“Where are we going?”

“We are going to the Wyllspring Garden,” Thomas said. “We are visiting the prison of Isere the Witch.”

* * * * *

After traversing the ornate hallways of the palace with Thomas in the lead and quickly finding himself outside, Sorin saw it was early morning. Before them, a vibrant green lawn rolled up the contours of the hill Aris Shae sat upon, and a pale marble stairway cut through it, the trimmed blades of grass unable to push the stone from its verdant bed. Hedges of boxwood shrubs and rose bushes contained those who walked the garden to stone walkways intersecting the marble staircase at various junctions. Trees of apple, cherry, and maple were groomed and trimmed to their best effect. The garden there was manicured and well cared for by loving hands; Sorin had never seen such devotion to nature outside of Lockwood.

Thomas’s steps were sure and strong as he ascended the staircase.

“This is truly Isere from the Codex?” Sorin asked.

“It is,” Thomas said. “Steady yourself. She can’t harm you.”

“Where is the High King?” Sorin asked as he followed the old man.

“Busy with preparations. He is going to give the Marcher Lord one last chance to avoid war. Then, as leader of the Kingdom, he must do what must be done.”

“Destroy La Zandia.”

“No,” Thomas said. “It will not come to that. The Kingdom forces are the best trained in all the world, and with Godwyn Keep priests protecting their lines, the pagan rebellion will be easily subdued. Hundreds may die, but it will be an easy victory that will save thousands from the heretical blades of the pagans if they are allowed to leave La Zandia. I trained the wards and their commanders as well as any man could, and I doubt Rowen has allowed the army to become lax in its capability. I can say a lot about my brother that does not ever bear repeating, but the one thing I do know about him: he is as thorough as I or our father was.”

Thick white clouds sailed across the sky, an armada of silent wraiths within a sea of azure. Sorin felt refreshed and alive under such beauty.

“What of my father? How did you know him?”

“That is a long story,” Thomas answered, “but one you should hear before you meet Isere. Arvel was the kind of man most looked to without even knowing why. He was young when I met him, already a Blacksmith Master, possessing wondrous ability to mold steel to his will. Few in the Guild had such innate knowledge, but Arvel possessed an uncanny eye for ores of all kinds, and he quickly came to the attention of Aris Shae’s most influential. He was responsible for a number of different projects Nialls’s father commissioned.

“Soon he met your mother, a merchant’s daughter and as pure as he was good. I was at their union ceremony, and with her father’s wealth and Arvel’s talent, their future looked bright.”

“You knew him well then,” he thought outloud.

“We were very close, Sorin. Brothers, after a fashion.”

“The sword hanging on the Bishop’s wall in A’lum was of my father’s workmanship?”

“Or one of his apprentices,” Thomas said as he sat down on a stone bench. Sorin joined him. “More than likely. He was very skilled, and he crafted for Godwyn Keep, the High King, even wealthy businessmen. I’ve seen some of your own work—your father did a fair job mentoring you in the smithy.”

Thomas paused. “It was about a year after your parents were married that a comet trailed the sky over the city, one flashing gold and crimson. It was a single comet, and it fell on the night you were born. At first, no one thought much of it. After all, one had passed six or seven winters earlier and nothing dire had happened then. Some, however, called it an ill omen. Your parents barely noticed. You were their first-born son, and I doubt two people could ever love their child more.

Sorin thought back to the Dym and the Magna Kell. He had seen a reference in there to the second falling comet and what that would bring the world. Oryn had been sure the second comet was the delivery of Sorin unto the world. At the time, Sorin had thought Lockwood’s leader mistaken; now, he worried Oryn had been right.

“But at this time all the babies in the city were being killed. There was no reason for it that I could discern—but it was gruesome. I searched everywhere for whoever was behind it; Nialls made it my duty for a week with as many men as I needed to ferret out the murderer.”

“Arvel and Catha grew concerned for your safety and decided it best to move beyond Aris Shae, at least until you were older. He was a city man, born and bred, but he was also devoted to you and your mother. They were packing and preparing to leave, when a man descrsibed by your father as having pale eyes and rabid tenacity crashed through the window and tried to kill you. He slashed you before Arvel battered the thing into a bloody mess that was nigh unrecognizable. The attacker, we discovered, was a simple homeless man, destitute. Even after that, the murders continued throughout the city.”

“The jerich,” said Sorin, fighting the urge to touch his scarred shoulders.

Thomas nodded. “We didn’t know at the time. And we still don’t know why the comet began the creature on its rampage.”

“I do,” Sorin cut in. He took a deep breath. “When we were in Lockwood and you were bedridden, Oryn and I traveled out of the city and into the cliffs overlooking the valley. There, within a small forested plateau, was a dome of vines and brambles that was hollow. We entered it, and inside was a book called the Magna Kell.”

Thomas raised a finger. “Are you sure it was that dark book?”

“I only have Oryn’s word to accept, but I believe he spoke truly, and the manner by which they kept it secured suggested to me it was a dangerous item. The book contained a series of prophesies on many things, and the comet you just spoke of was one of them. In it, the jerich was mentioned—not by name but by action—and it was that prophecy that told it to seek out the city of the comet and murder its newly born. The jerich must have a copy of the book.”

“I see,” Thomas said, staring off into the sky. “Or its master does.”

Within Sorin, a flying spark was being blown into a flame. Now that most of the pieces of the puzzle were coming together about his past, the image they created he did not much care for. They were making him out to be more than he was, but if he had just been told much of this before his life had fallen apart, there was a chance he would have been able to digest it better. Now, he was left wondering what else his parents—or anyone else for that matter—had hidden from him.

“You knew I was this imagined son spoken of in the Codex?” Sorin asked pointedly.

“I suspected,” Thomas answered. “After A’lum. I’ve had minor training at Godwyn Keep as part of my former position. When I felt your call for the crows, I knew you were different.”

“Why didn’t you mention any of this earlier? I could have handled it.”

Thomas looked at Sorin with a remote kindness he had not seen before. “I thought it wise to give you time to grieve. I’ve had pain heaped upon me all at once in the past, Sorin. I would never wish that on you. I felt it best for you to deal with your parents’ deaths first rather than have your heritage heaped and added onto it. Despite what Lockwood’s leader believed—or even what you believe—I had your best interests in mind.”

“Thank you,” Sorin said simply and meant it.

“Also,” Dendreth continued. “I did not want you to be viewed as a pawn to be used by Godwyn Keep or the Kingdom. You are your own man and must decide for yourself what your course of action will be. Although I believe Nialls and Dendreth have the best interest of the Kingdom in mind, it is still you taking the risk. After what has happened in my life, I wanted you to have free will to choose.

The two men left the garden’s bench and walked to the top of the staircase. Thomas stopped before taking the final step. “This is as far as I go,” he said. “You alone must approach the Rosemere since you alone are the one seeking her. Isere was a powerful Witch once. She wielded the Hammer that struck down Aerom, but ever since the first Pontiff caught her and placed her within her prison, madness has overcome her.”

“They chose not to kill her then?” Sorin asked.

“I would imagine for the same reason you could not kill Merril—the Codex says murder is a violation of the worst kind. Instead, Pontiff Jilliam Horaise chose to place her in a void of shadow, unable to be free so long as the All Father’s power held her fast. It must be a terrible existence for her, but one she deserves I think. She rarely comes to anyone, but I believe she will visit with you.”

“If she rarely appears, how do you know she will now?”

“She has come to me several times,” Thomas said. “The Wyllspring Garden around you was always a sanctuary for me—but one with a blight. She will come to you because in all of this, you are the key to the Kingdom’s survival. She is aware of what is happening around her; she just can’t act on anything. She tries to do so through the Rosemere, and your inclusion in these events will make it hard for her to resist, I think.

“The only advice I can give you is be wary of what she says; we can’t know if she will aid us against the Wrathful or desires an end to her woeful existence through the world’s end.”

A prickle of sweat formed on his skin, and the rising sun’s growing heat was only intensifying the feeling. Fear crawled along his spine, but he ignored it. Isere was legend, a being relegated to the pages of the Codex and church stories. For him to confront the one responsible for the death of the Fatherhead was as unbelievable as flying. She had driven the stake through Aerom’s hands and pinioned him to the tree that now rose from the middle of the pool before him, its bark peeled away by age to expose the dead flesh beneath. If he chose the quest the High King proposed, it was the Hammer she had wielded Sorin sought. It was daunting to think of history not as ancient brush strokes of a long-dried painting but still able to infiltrate one’s life in the present and change it forever.

He took the final step and walked toward the pool. A thick, thorny vine grew from the bottom of the pool and twined lovingly around the tree as it branched out. There, giant rose blossoms added splashes of crimson to an otherwise dead trunk. The water of the pool was flat and motionless, no ripples disturbing its placid surface. The pool’s bottom was invisible, and he wondered if it possessed one. Nothing stirred, and he began to believe she would not come.

“Thomas, nothing is happ—”

Sorin caught himself. The old man had vanished. Although the Wyllspring Garden had been full with gardeners, they too were now gone. He was alone.

With the sun arcing overhead, Sorin looked at the water again. A shifting of colors like the flicker of shadow at sunrise moved across the pool, and the water began to stir, sluggish at first but picking up speed as it circled the dead tree at the pool’s center. Sorin stepped away from its wall, unsure of what was happening but knowing to leave would be very dangerous.

Then the world sunk in upon itself, drawing the light of the morning and inversing it until a shape as dark as midnight hovered on the surface of the water. It shrunk as it rose into the air, the definition of a true form coalescing to become an old woman hidden behind folds of a black cloak, floating as though in warm breeze. A cowl tried to hold her wispy white hair from her face but strands of it flitted across her wrinkled mien with wild abandon. Her black eyes peered into Sorin, and the weight of ages pressed cruelly down upon him, unrelenting in their power.

—Child of the World—

The voice was inside his head, spectral and ragged as though from extended screaming. Every part of his being wanted to flee before the chilly dark eyes of the old woman, but he held his ground, firm and resolute in seeing this through.

“I am here, Isere,” he said, leaving the tremors he felt inside at his lips.

—You have the stink of corruption on your flesh and the mark of the dead on you. They have touched you—

Sorin did not know what she meant until he remembered the Grayoin Marshes. The shades there had allowed him to live when so many others who wandered there had vanished.

“Yes, they have.”

—They let you live when you should have died. You live to enact great harm—

Her hoarse, old voice penetrated deep into his head.

“The shade of my father, Arvel Westfall, saved me.” He didn’t know what else to say.

—What would you know of me, Child of the World—

“Where is the jerich now and who controls it?”

—It is in the world, hunting, stirring evil. It does what it has always done. It no longer desires you for its amusements. He has seen to that. It craves far nobler meat for its master—

“Who is its master?”

—The great Slitherer. He moves across the land and will not be stopped this time—

“Where is the Hammer of Aerom? Can it stop the Wrathful?”

The sound of her cackle filled his head.

—The accursed Hammer. My downfall, my stain. It will be beyond your reach until it no longer matters—

“You didn’t answer my second question.”

The water hissed and spat at Sorin. The young man held his ground.

—He is unknowable, unstoppable. What you believe an entity to be destroyed is like the wind. The wind cannot be stopped, only allowed to pass by—

Sorin thought about it for a moment, then asked, “Does Kieren have the Hammer?”

—It is what consumes his thoughts, but he does not have it nor does he need it now—

“So I will have to find him and kill him with it?”

—You won’t kill Kieren the Black. You will kill two Pontiffs—

The young man stopped, watching the shade of Isere. No emotion crossed her lined face; no glimmer of information betrayed her meaning or objective. He looked into her dark eyes and saw feverish madness like a wild dog that had been leashed too long. Sorin knew he could not trust her, but what she said left him agitated.

—Nothing you desire will come to be. Only what you fear will come to pass—

“You are saying I cannot prevent the destruction of the Rune of Aerilonoth?”

—Look here. Death—

In his mind’s eye, he saw a vision. Smoke blew across a battlefield hill littered with bodies of the dead or dying. The scene possessed no sound, but Sorin imagined the wailing that would be on the air, resonant and continuous. Bloodied Giants milled around, the bodies of men and Feyr littered at their feet, the limbs of the dead broken and unnaturally angled by physical brutality and savage intention. The heat of battle still shone in the Giants’ eyes, but their attention was drawn to a tree on the summit with shattered limbs devoid of leaves or color. Against the tree’s trunk, something moved that resembled a man.

—Death—

The vision changed. A man hung upon a tree that overlooked carnage absolute, a single large stake driven through the palms of his hands. Blood trickled down his arms and over his torso, and his chin was a weight on his chest he could not free himself of. Creatures filled with rage and bloodlust at his very existence surrounded him, but he did not know they were there. He gasped for air, every breath he took a fiery agony that held him more firmly than the piece of iron driven through his hands. At his feet lay a bloodied hammer with a heavy head, and near it an aged woman wept into her hands, splattered in blood as well. A Witch. She did not cry because of what she had done; she cried because she realized at the moment the spike entered the man’s hands it had been his intention and plan all along to die there. She had failed to set right what one of her enemies set into motion, condemning her world—her people—to abject misery and defeat. She looked up to watch the man on the tree take his final breath and die. And a roar of defeat so loud it shattered granite echoed on the wind and across the land, punctuated by an ancient loathing more angry than the world had ever known.

—Death—

It changed again. Far away from the grisly scene, a fire on a mountain of ice that never melted wailed at the death in remorseless sorrow. It was only there a moment and disappeared as quickly as it had come, a sound the world would never hear again.

The vision blackened to nothing. Sorin opened his eyes and looked at the old woman as she peered at him. Her black orbs were mirrors staring back into his soul.

“The All Father couldn’t save Aerom,” Sorin whispered to the apparition. “Even though it angered Him to lose His son.”

—He was not meant to be saved. You serve the same function, Child of the World—

“Where is the Hammer?” Sorin heard the pleading hit the air.

—Tame the beast. No matter your choices, you are dead—

“What beast?” Sorin questioned, nearly stepping into the pool to confront the old hag. “Are you talking about Artiq?”

Instead of answering, the apparition slipped slowly back into the depths, her figure disintegrating like cold grey ash in water. She cackled again suddenly, the sound dying as the water slowed to a halt, and soon the prisoner was nowhere to be seen. The buzzing of bees and the songs of birds in the garden—of life—returned. Everything was as it once had been.

Sorin stood staring where Isere the Witch had vanished.

Not everything was the same.




 


 


 


Chapter 28


 


When High King Nialls Chagne left the last broad gate of Aris Shae and felt the thick, defensive wall at his back, he had to refrain from sending his horse Swift into a gallop. The flat plains east of the capital city spanned into the distance before they met the green smudge of the Grifforn Forest—the tall blades of grass no longer green as they parted at the horse’s passing but bleached golden from weeks of summer sun. Nialls was reminded his Kingdom was more than mortar and stone, merchants and servants; it was also open expanse and unfettered possibility, with farmers, hunters, and travelers who needed a stable society to survive. The hot noonday sun invigorated him, but thoughts of Kieren and the Marcher Lord kept him rooted and focused.

It was evident from what Dendreth had uncovered that the Wrathful was intent on destroying the Kingdom in its continuing vendetta against the All Father. Evil had converted one of the world’s gifts to wickedness and was now using Kieren for its own devices. No one knew what the ramifications of destroying the Rune of Aerilonoth would be, but Nialls was unwilling to find out.

He was worried, but he was doing all he could; he rode across the plains to send their possible savior on his quest. Nialls was also riding to befriend a Giant and begin political relations with that race—to add their strength to the Kingdom’s own. Once returned, he would draft the last diplomatic dispatch to prevent war with the Marcher Lord and send it soaring toward La Zandia on pigeon’s wings and another copy by rider. Even though it was likely Laver Herid would reject the High King’s proposals, Nialls would continue to be an alchemist of politics; he would take what life had given him and turn it into what he needed to keep his Kingdom safe.

Sorin rode ahead of him, the young man’s black hair shiny like raven feathers, uncut and shaggy like his father’s had been. He was built much like his father—broad shoulders and strong arms. It was hard to believe the child of Arvel Westfall had now returned after all of these years to the city of his birth, a symbol of the All Father’s hopes. Dendreth was fond of telling Nialls he should put more faith in providence. Nialls had always believed those who helped themselves created goodness in the world. The High King was now beginning to feel it was a combination of Dendreth’s ideals and Nialls’s own realist beliefs that pointed to the truth. Viewing Sorin gave him hope that, if he failed as a High King, perhaps providence would aid them.

The edge of the Grifforn Forest drew closer, its canopied shade an oasis within the summer heat. Dendreth rode up next to Nialls, a grimace on his face from the steady canter his horse was forcing him to endure. The High King’s personal Wards dropped back to give the men privacy as Thomas and Sorin led the way.

“How is your leg holding up, Dendreth?” Nialls asked.

The Pontifex scowled as another jolt through his saddle threatened to unseat him. “I’m more worried about my back end, Your Majesty. I’m no longer suited for riding, I think.”

“Just so long as you don’t mind traveling, Dendreth.”

“I understand you sent Wards to Godwyn Keep this morning to look over your son.”

“I did. After what I have heard the last few days, I thought it wise to protect the Crown Prince as best I could. I have faith in Godwyn’s forces, but there is still a spy in their midst who may kill Rayhir. I will have him moved back to Aris Shae soon. When this is finished, and all stones have been turned, the Kingdom may have need of him.”

“We cannot go to Godwyn Keep with any of this,” Dendreth said, the severity of his meaning accentuated by his disgruntled ride. “To share the knowledge of Sorin and Thomas, the Hammer—all of it—would only tip off our spy, whoever it may be, giving them an advantage.”

“Any idea who it might be?” Nialls questioned, shielding his eyes from the sun.

“Could be any number of people, including a few on the Council, although it sickens me to say that. Erol Tal, Valarie Reu, and Cyrus de Lille have always been close, ever since Erol arrived. Whoever told the Feyr my whereabouts and placed the mindwoorm in Garethe’s mind is adept at staying hidden. Erol is the one who worries me most.”

“Why suspect one of the Council?” Nialls asked.

“He is devout but he is fanatical, his mind focused continually on those who embrace faiths outside the realm of Godwyn. If he were persuaded, for power perhaps, who knows what could arise and with whom he may side?”

“He is a Pontifex and holds power enough already. What kind of power do you speak?”

Dendreth grimaced, but because of his question or the ride, Nialls could not tell. “The kind of power that would allow him to shape Keep doctrine for decades—the seat of Pontiff.”

“I see,” Nialls answered. The heart of man was a quagmire to know sometimes. “Once I send the letter to the Marcher Lord, we will make our way to Godwyn Keep for Pontiff Garethe’s funeral and the election this evening.” Nialls paused and looked into the distance, the sweat springing to his forehead in beads. “I need the help of Westor in the days to come, Dendreth. I must find as many allies in this time as I can.”

“I know that, Your Majesty,” the Pontifex replied flatly. “I’m not the best person for the role of Pontiff anyway.”

“I don’t think that is true, Dendreth. But the Feyr would never trust the Kingdom with you as Pontiff, not after what you did on Westor, and I need all the assistance I can muster.”

“The trick will be convincing Belinorn your need is his need, Your Majesty,” the Pontifex said.

The Grifforn Forest loomed in front of them like a giant green wave poised to crash onto the riders the closer they rode. The smell of the grassy plains and the light, ocean breeze at his back brought no reprieve to Nialls’s worries.

“Now that we are alone,” Dendreth said, “I must speak of something with you. Sorin Westfall visited Isere this morning.”

“She came to him?” Nialls was not surprised.

Dendreth nodded, the silver Illym brooch catching the sunlight and glimmering coolly at Nialls. “Due to my proximity to the Wyllspring Garden, I felt it the moment she rose.”

“Do you know what transpired?” Nialls said lowly.

“I do not know what was said. I can only feel the stirring of the prison, and I am not able to enter the Rosemere in any way. When the Witch was summoned, however, I could feel Sorin’s emotions while he was in her presence. He was fine, for the most part, until the end when he became very upset.”

“I’m sure Thomas told Sorin to take what the Witch said with certain incredulity.”

“That’s not what I am worried about, Your Majesty,” the Pontifex said.

“Then what is it?”

“There were darker emotions embedded in his soul, and they came from a place of depthless pain,” Dendreth said. “The grief and sorrow he had last night cut my awareness like shards of glass. They were seeds of darkness and evil.”

“Everyone has the capacity for those emotions, Dendreth, especially after what he has been through.”

“What could be worse, Sire, than having two evils instead of one?” Dendreth questioned, the lines of his frown furrowed deep. “We are sending Sorin and Thomas out into the world on the most important of quests, and I’m telling you he could end up the same way as Kieren—a tool of the Wrathful.”

Nialls frowned. “As you are fond of saying, Dendreth, sometimes we must embrace providence.”

“From what I felt, it would be wise to worry,” Dendreth said, rocking in his saddle. “Evil is devious and sets plans within plans, motions within motions. The doctrine suggests Sorin is to discover the Hammer of Aerom, but what then? The Codex is competing with the Wrathful and who is to say which will win out? What’s to say Sorin can’t turn to darkness as well? We must take precautions if they are available.”

Nialls understood what Dendreth was advocating. The Pontifex was right about one thing; they could ill afford another monster like Kieren in the world. That meant looking at all possibilities and discovering their outcome; it meant making choices he would have to live with for his entire life.

“I think I know how to accomplish that,” the High King said simply.

Dendreth fell silent as the group rode up a small hill toward the forest, the wavy plains giving way to shorter, deadened grass and the leafy confines of the maple, fir, and hemlock trees of Grifforn Forest. Nialls knew the Pontifex trusted the All Father’s design, but for the old man to acknowledge the need to attempt control—the kind he was contemplating anyway—over events with their limited, finite information was testament to how worried Dendreth was after Sorin’s visit with Isere. Time would expose the consequences Nialls’s actions created.

Thomas and Sorin were riding ahead of the group, leading the others into the Grifforn’s immediate, dim depths. The cooler air of the shaded canopy enveloped them, giving a reprieve from the early afternoon heat. The Wards spread outward and disappeared into the trees, their swords drawn, and polished armor bright even in the shadows. Insects buzzed around Nialls, and the scent of the free, natural world was intoxicating to be within.

Before his eyesight had a chance to adjust to the dappled forest, a figure larger than any Nialls had ever seen detached from the humid gloom to tower above the company. The Wards, previously made aware of the Giant, took on defensive positions anyway. Swift snorted and his eyes rolled in their sockets as if what he witnessed was too unbelievable to be real. The High King patted his horse, and the beast’s quivering muscles settled back to their glossy finish.

“I was getting worried after observing your horse’s actions at the city gate yesterday, Sorin,” the large man said.

Sorin nodded. “You are not the only one who was worried, Relnyn.”

The Giant looked over his companions’ heads to Nialls and then bowed, holding tight to his staff. “And I see I have forgotten my manners. High King Nialls Chagne, it is an honor to meet you. I am Relnyn Ashbough, Giant of the great city of Lockwood, and I bring tidings from my governing leader, Oryn Lowwillow.”

The Giant did not move, his gaze unfaltering. Nialls was reminded of one of the trees that surrounded him—firmly rooted in place and just as solid. The history lessons of the War of the Kingdoms were now a bit easier to understand; the Giants had destroyed much in subversion to the Wrathful’s Magna Kell, and their anger and prowess in battle had been unmatched. As Nialls stood before one of the Kingdom’s former enemies, the High King did not feel fear or worry in Relnyn’s presence—only awe and wonder. Whatever else could be said of the Giant, Relnyn lived up to his name and hopefully much more.

Nialls inclined his head politely. “Relnyn Ashbough, it is my—and my colleagues’—honor to meet one of our esteemed neighbors.”

“It has been far too long, High King, since my race has intermingled with those of the world,” the Giant said with a solemn smile on his face. “It is time to finally put our dark history in the past and begin building foundations for our future. The Ashnyll have recognized the world has need of our presence just as we need it. For too long have our races been separated by ignorance and fear; for too long have we not been whole. It is time to change that. The Ashnyll community of Lockwood desires to open a dialogue with the Kingdom for our mutual benefit.”

Nialls dismounted from Swift as a robin sent a volley of inspired song into the early afternoon. The Wards relaxed their guard as Nialls calmed their worried glances with a curt look. “The free people of the Kingdom desire a communion with your race as well. As you said, it has been far too long. This step is the first of many to follow. How does Oryn wish to proceed with future meetings?”

To Nialls’s right, Sorin dismounted and stroked the nose of his horse. Thomas looked deeper into the Grifforn, ignoring what was transpiring as though already seeing the road ahead.

Relnyn reached into his tunic and withdrew a large unsealed envelope joined with pale green ribbon woven from thin river reeds. He handed it to Nialls, who accepted it with a polite nod. The envelope was almost the size of his forearm.

“As you may well know, there is an evil in the land that defies description and whose devilry has plagued my people before; it appeared in our lands and almost killed Sorin, leaving many questions unanswered. What you hold in your hands is a brief statement of our people’s intentions, including how Oryn desires to see our newfound communication continue. He invites the Kingdom into our Ashnyll home, and even now prepares Lockwood’s people for the slow and subtle change that will be the joining of our peoples. He also bade me offer my services to you as a show of good faith.” The great Giant slowly dropped to one knee and bowed his head.

Nialls had not expected the Giant’s proclamation. At this moment, he had no inclination to bring the Giant race under the jurisdiction of the Kingdom; they were their own race with their own laws, customs, and culture, lying outside the boundaries of the High King’s rule. But if Nialls could save one life by bringing the Giants from their centuries-long, self-imposed exile into the world of Men once more, it would not be time ill spent. It would begin with Relnyn.

“Very well, Relnyn.” Nialls nodded as the Giant rose. The High King then turned to Sorin. “Have you decided your course of action, young Sorin Westfall? Will you do that which I and Godwyn Keep ask of you?”

Sorin returned his gaze, his face serious under the mottled shade of the forest. No evidence of the evil Dendreth was apprehensive about shone in the young man’s green eyes. Although he was merely several winters from his second decade celebration there was a level of maturity that had molded itself along his jaw, pinched at the corner of his eyes, and held his shoulders firmly in place, that spoke of wisdom and careful consideration far older than his winters. Nialls believed losing one’s family so early in life had left an indelible imprint.

After a few moments of silence, Sorin also lowered to one knee. “I have nothing left in all the world, Your Majesty,” Sorin replied, shaking his head. “If I can prevent that from happening to anyone else, I have to try. I will seek the Hammer of Aerom and see to it what you fear does not come to pass.”

“And will you then find Kieren and end his machinations?” Nialls requested. He noticed Thomas had turned from his forest vigil to look on Sorin. The former First Warden looked sad.

Sorin appeared uncertain before answering. “I will do what I can.”

 “It is all I ask. So be it,” Nialls said, returning his attention to Relnyn. “From what I know of your services already to the Kingdom, you helped protect Thomas and Sorin at a time you had no need to. That shows character and a mindfulness for others I think runs through your veins naturally.” The Giant listened intently. “Relnyn Ashbough of Lockwood, one of the Ashnyll is a powerful protector, formidable against any creature, and you have proven wisdom against adversity. I ask this of you: will you protect our hope as he searches for the Hammer?”

Although the Giant did not know the particulars of the situation, Nialls knew Relnyn would accept; he could not deny the High King or the need of his newfound friends.

“I will, High King. It would be my honor to accompany and protect Sorin.”

“I will respond to Oryn Lowwillow’s correspondence and immediately dispatch a rider to Lockwood. It is important to begin our deliberations and do so in private. Even now, the Marcher Lord seeks separation from the Kingdom and intends to swallow the south once more in their pagan tradition. The Giants of Lockwood will be strong allies in these times.”

Looking a bit confused, Relnyn addressed Nialls. “Lockwood will not join the Kingdom in hostility, High King. It is no longer our way.”

“And yet you killed on your journey with Sorin. Is that not true?” Nialls asked, knowing the answer.

The Giant’s brow softened a bit, and what Nialls had said caused Relnyn great pain. “We may protect but not destroy. Life of any value, though it may be twisted and unaware of its true merit to the world, is still life that may be redeemed.”

Nialls had been worried about this. The tales of Lockwood were true then; the Giants were now a pacifistic society and culture. Their might would not aid the Kingdom, not in a direct way at any rate. When he began his discussions with Lockwood in earnest after his return from Godwyn Keep, the High King would have to delve more into the Giant philosophy and find out exactly what they could and could not do for him. The race’s desire to reenter the world was laudable, but at present there were more pressing matters to consider.

“Mayhap your mere presence will be enough to dissuade others from tyranny,” Nialls offered, dodging the problem for now. Relnyn nodded politely.

Finally, the High King turned to his former friend. Thomas stared back at him, and Nialls was struck by the sorrow emanating from the old man’s icy blue eyes. “Thomas, I wish you the best. I know there is love and respect lost between us, but I thank you for taking on this burden. I can think of no other who is better suited as guide for Sorin.”

In a ragged voice shadowed by underlying anger, Thomas responded, “I go to protect a promise to a better man, Nialls. Do not forget that.”

Even though Nialls was shocked at the audacity of Thomas speaking that way in front his subjects, the rebuke could not anger him. He had too many other things to worry about.

“Be sure to contact Godwyn Keep’s embedded spy in the Reach,” Dendreth said mostly to Thomas. “He is a good man and may help in this matter.”

The High King nodded, and then addressed the entire company. “Speed and stealth will protect you better than swords. Blackrhein Reach is its own world, and not much is known about its current state. With the death of King Errich, solidarity of the Clans has been in question, but it appears as though Cwen Errich has firmly seated herself in her dead husband’s throne. The Blackrhein rookery, Rikkslar, in the cliffs above Keslich ’Ur, may also hold answers. Dendreth scoured the libraries in Aris Shae and has given what maps he could find of the region to Ward Nathan. He and Tem will accompany you as trailbreakers and extra swords if need be.”

Nathan and Tem stepped nearer to Relnyn, Sorin, and Thomas. They were two of Nialls’s finest Wards, handpicked by Rowen before he left for La Zandia early that morning. The High King had absolute faith in them. Thomas looked away in disinterest, but Nialls was happy to see the old man not refuting the offered help.

The High King remounted Swift. The horse whinnied lowly as Nialls settled once more into his saddle. “Trust those around you,” he said to Sorin. “They will see you through this.”

The young man nodded, but he lacked the certainty Nialls hoped would be there.

Nialls nodded back and then again to Dendreth, pulling Swift’s reins to ride back to Aris Shae, leaving the small company to their task. The Pontifex accompanied him. No more words could change the reality of what they faced; no more hope could be given the group as they struggled through the wilderness to Blackrhein Reach.

Aris Shae loomed across the plains, dazzling in white relief against the azure sky. Nialls rode toward it, hoping he had made the right choice.

* * * * *

Later the same day, after he, Dendreth, and a large company of warden had taken the Kingston Ferry to Godwyn Keep and gotten settled, High King Nialls witnessed the funeral procession and burial of Pontiff Garethe de Sierson.

Dendreth had disappeared from his side, the old Pontifex ensuring the final rights of his fallen friend were being directed with the utmost care and responsibility that was deserved. A shroud of sadness had fallen over the entire Keep, but whereas Nialls could see the sorrow evident in all faces, no one was brought to tears or lost their composure. Pontiff Garethe had been loved, but the weeks he lay in a coma had given time for the inevitable to sink in, and Nialls suspected it had been time enough for Dendreth’s brethren to become acclimated to the reality that the Pontiff would not be coming back to them.

The Godwyn Cathedral funeral had been beautiful. Rows and rows of oak pews polished to a rich shine were filled to capacity for the final resting song of Pontiff Garethe. The peace of solemnity and the stillness of respect permeated the giant hall while the large choir from their box in the back of the dais sang laments of loss, death, redemption, and finally ascension to the Beyond. The choir then lowered their song to a winding hum and readers, respected poets, and friends approached the dais and expressed heartfelt sadness the Pontiff had left his long duty behind, but also joy he was in the Beyond in the presence of the All Father. Pontifex Meriam Aron had given a particularly fine farewell acknowledgment, bringing many to tears.

Nialls had been very young when he witnessed for the only time the funeral procession of a Pontiff, and even then he had been struck by the amount of respect garnered the leader of Godwyn Keep. He had come to realize at that young age, the Pontiff of Godwyn Keep held a great deal of power in the Kingdom. Nialls knew now he was not High King of the Kingdom while attending Pontiff Garethe’s funeral; here he was another soul giving respect to a man whose life had been spent aiding others.

Once the gathered masses raised their lips to sing the Leavetaking Hymn, the Pontifices gathered about the Pontiff’s granite casket and—with the aid of several strong feyr’im—walked it from the Cathedral toward the Sarcatum where Pontiff Garethe’s body would lie for all eternity with his predecessors. Nialls had followed, as was his right, the cool depths of Godwyn Keep absorbing his warmth as if the dead desired it again. The Pontifices had then raised their voices and given life to a powerful soncrist of union that preserved the dignity and respect of the coffin; no one would be able to break the bonds that held it in place.

After having been part of the processional to behold the burial of Pontiff Garethe in the depths of Godwyn Keep, Nialls stood outside in the warm evening air of the Courtyard. The night was filled with scents of the sea and growing things—a direct contrast to the cold, musty air of the Sarcatum catacombs—and Nialls was grateful to be once more beneath the sky. The High King shivered despite the humidity; to be buried within unforgiving stone was a prospect with which he was not comfortable.

The final few Bishops were arriving in the meadow surrounding the Illym, and Nialls stood at a distance while the leaders of Godwyn Keep assembled before the magnificent tree. Dendreth moved from the group and walked toward Nialls, looking worn down. The amount of traveling the last few weeks was taking its toll on the old Pontifex.

He would need to be strong for what Nialls had planned for him; he would need to be strong for everyone.

“Well?” Nialls asked, watching the final ministrations as Dendreth reached him. Only two Wards were with the High King at the moment, the rest spread throughout the Courtyard and inner confines of the Keep watching for possible danger.

“It’s true,” Dendreth said in a low, cautious voice. “The election is coming down to Erol Tal and Meriam Aron from what I can discern. Many believe Meriam to be the proper choice for her wisdom and experience, but the rumors circulating also suggest Erol, who has been steadfast and strong in his desire to deal with the pagan incursion. I cannot say who has the upper hand.”

“I guess time will tell, won’t it?” Nialls was not in particularly good humor, especially after being below ground. Once he had left Sorin to his quest for the Hammer, Nialls wrote a long decree to the Marcher Lord detailing another peaceful truce using economic and cultural assurances to win the mind of Laver Herid. He knew it would not matter. With each stroke of the inked quill, Nialls was one step closer to war. He had wanted the new Pontiff to support a strong and unified Kingdom against any possible threat; if Pontifex Erol Tal became Pontiff, the High King knew his wishes could send the Kingdom that much closer to assured conflict. As Dendreth had said, there was a deeper seed of fanaticism within Pontifex Tal’s heart that could seed and bear fruit with unknown consequences.

“There is nothing more we can do,” Dendreth said, as if reading Nialls’s mind. “Doctrine is quite clear on the induction of a new Pontiff. If Erol becomes Pontiff, it will take a grievance of great wrongdoing for him to be forced to relinquish his seat. I do not believe it has ever been done in all the centuries of Godwyn Keep’s existence.”

“How soon before the new Pontiff is sworn into office?” Nialls asked.

“Just as the previous Pontiff is bid farewell during sunset, the new Pontiff is given his or her authority the sunrise following the election.”

The golden sun had cleared the western wall of Godwyn Keep on its descent into its ocean resting place as Pontiff Garethe had been carried down to his crypt. Snatches of song and the resulting orblights had blossomed around the Illym and its meadow. An oak box with ornate carvings of wyverns and ivy vines sat on a simple marble pedestal that had been erected beneath the outermost boughs of the Illym, the box’s importance highlighted from above by two orbs that shone brighter than the rest.

No chairs were placed in the meadow; the Bishops and Pontifices stood. After a person voted, they would move from one side of the podium to the other until all votes had been cast. The Courtyard had been closed off to all others. Even now, Nialls was the lone spectator—the High King governed the Kingdom but could play no part in the political formation of Godwyn Keep. To do so would invalidate the tenets of balance the Kingdom needed to refrain from falling into tyranny under the wrong person as it had so long ago.

“Dendreth, after this election is finished, I have a request,” Nialls urged.

“That distinctly sounds like it is going to be an order, Your Majesty.”

Nialls shook his head. “No, not an order. For this, sending you of your own volition may be the only thing that keeps you alive.”

The Pontifex encouraged the High King, his eyes flinty in the light of the orbs. “Go on.”

“You are knowledgeable in ways I need right now. You’ve seen much, and you have a unique outlook on the events that are transpiring. I need you to travel beyond the Kingdom; it is a long journey and requires your talents. Careful consideration and wisdom will keep you alive. There is still one element to all of this that remains a mystery, and I can no longer ignore it.”

The lines of Dendreth’s face deepened to crevices. “The dragons.”

“They are migrating to Falkind Island and we still don’t know why. The Kingdom is blind there, and although the beasts are not threatening at the moment, their pasts suggest I should worry. As you said, they are migrating unseasonably, and we must know why. I find it likely the dragons are being influenced. No one knows more about what is going on here than you, and I cannot afford sending someone else who may raise alarm in Aris Shae. You are one of the few I can trust.”

“I will need Sion with me. His Feyr eyes and ears will be invaluable.”

Nialls waved the request aside. “Do what you must. It is best he leave anyway while I try to win Westor back. There is nothing more you can do here at Godwyn Keep—that much is clear now that the election is taking place—and I must have eyes on those who can do the most harm. I can keep Erol close to me; I can’t, however, know what is occurring on Falkind.”

“What do you want me to look for?” Dendreth questioned.

“Anything out of the ordinary. What are the dragons doing? How many of them are there? Are there other people around? The island is home to the Soor folk. What are they up to? Any information you can gather about the possible threat.”

“I will sail on the morrow, Your Majesty.”

Nialls looked back to the Illym. The vote had begun. Pontifex Geoffrey Lonoth stood near the box, an observer of each person’s ballot, as one by one the Bishops and Pontifices of Godwyn Keep stepped to use the ink, quill, and paper allotted to note their choice. As Dendreth moved forward to cast his vote for Meriam, Nialls waited at the edge of the light, a man standing in the uncertain shadows of his life.

After all the leaders of Godwyn Keep had done their duty, three Pontifices tallied the votes as the others waited. Nialls ignored his surroundings, intent solely on the outcome of the election. Whoever won would be the new strength of Godwyn Keep; whoever won would have to be his partner in politics for the hard times to come.

Finally, Pontifex Lonoth stepped in front of the pedestal before the gathered group.

“Pontiff Erol Tal,” he said simply.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 29


 


When Sorin Westfall had seen the High King turn his mount and begin heading back to Aris Shae, an overwhelming sense of aloneness and foreboding crept over him that had lasted in his heart for a week.

He would miss Aris Shae. There, he had known stone was his constant companion, a shield at all times. Now, once more, he was in the wild, and although the presence of Relnyn, Thomas, and the two Wards gave him some measure of comfort, he knew where they traveled would be riddled by people who desired their deaths.

The Grifforn Forest had been their constant companion, its shady, humid depths a small reprieve from the unrelenting heat cauterizing the land outside the wood’s confines. The further south they traveled, the wilder the forest became, a living entity so large and sweeping Sorin did not know if he would ever be free of it. Relnyn found his size and height to be a hindrance, as the space so prevalent within the folds of the northern Grifforn vanished with every step he took. The forest was vast, and after looking at maps with Tem, Sorin knew it stretched deep into the south and beyond, a veritable natural defense for the city of Aris Shae.

With Nathan scouting ahead of the company, Sorin contemplated his visit to the Rosemere. Isere had come to him, but her intent was an irritant he could not remove from his thoughts. He had told no one of the dire predictions she had made about him—not even Thomas. Until Sorin had time to filter the truth from the Witch’s motives, he would keep the content of the meeting secret. She had said Sorin would not kill Kieren but that he would kill two Pontiffs. If he told Thomas and the rest of the company her predictions, it would raise questions in the minds of his friends and make the journey all the more difficult. Thomas had warned him her words were riddled, and Sorin tried to let the words go, but they would not—the hungry beasts waited to consume his thoughts, hopes, and peace.

Now, with a new burden on his shoulders, Sorin worried if he was strong enough to hold it in place or if it would crush him with its weight.

When the pathway widened enough for two horses to ride side by side, Sorin pushed Creek ahead until he was next to his old friend. “Thomas, how did you even know the Witch would come to me? She said I had the stink of corruption on me and the mark of the dead on my flesh. Why would that interest her?”

“What she meant was the jerich.”

“You knew she would appear because of the creature?”

“I suspected. The jerich and its master are the antithesis of everything the Witch stands for. She is pagan of the purest blood, and although the tenets of her heathen religion conflict with that of Godwyn Keep, she hates the Wrathful more. It poses a threat to all living things and as a pagan she upholds nature and its power. But you must be wary of her words; often they are laced with deceit and we are still her enemy.”

“Why did she side then with the Wrathful in the War of the Kingdoms?”

“I don’t know,” Thomas replied, his wild hair tinted green from the sunlit canopy. “The Wrathful is a deceiver and manipulator. Imprisoned here and its power stripped after his first war on the All Father, the Wrathful instead weasels its way into the hearts and minds of those it needs to do its bidding.”

“It coerced Isere,” Sorin asked.

Thomas nodded. “It used the means available to it and somehow won the servitude of the Witch. Whether Isere knew what she was doing or not I do not know, but when the Hammer fell she knew her mistake, and it was only through the All Father’s design that her misguidance didn’t doom the world.”

“The All Father out-planned the Wrathful,” Sorin offered. The old man nodded.

“It is said in our stories,” Relnyn added from behind them, “The Witch was just as influenced by evil as we Ashnyll were. Evil preyed on her selfish desires to protect her brethren, their way of life. It twisted her dreams to its needs. She was caught in the middle, believing Aerom Fatherhead to be a grave evil that would enact great harm on her way of life. Ultimately, she made her own decisions and has been held accountable for them. She chose a path and it was the wrong one. As did my people.”

“But could she not be redeemed, as you have been, Relnyn?” Sorin questioned.

“Make no mistake, Sorin,” Thomas answered. “Although the Giants have grown beyond their savage history and embraced a life of pacifistic care, Isere is evil. She would see the Kingdom and what it stands for destroyed. When the All Father sent Aerom, it heralded a radical change for the people of the world and what they believed to be the hereafter. To many in the populace, Aerom represented proof the All Father was a lone god who existed to cast out the pagan gods. Those who drew their faith from the land and not from the All Father immediately realized their way of life could possibly end. That is a frightening prospect, a culture having to worry about millennia of tradition being systematically destroyed. Isere knows it is happening and will stop at nothing to help her brethren’s cause.”

“In all of this, I find it ironic Isere was imprisoned for her evil and yet I must slay Kieren for having done nothing,” Sorin said.

Thomas swatted at a fly. “Done nothing—yet.”

“You’ll decide what best to do about Kieren when the time comes,” Relnyn said.

“It seems the disgruntlement that arises between cultures is a waste of time. Why can’t two cultures—two religions even—live peacefully among one another?” Sorin was genuinely concerned about the issue.

“Cultures and religions are not the problem,” Thomas said darkly. “It is humanity and the choices it makes. There are differences in the cultures and it is those differences that mankind uses to enact its need to dominate others. I have seen the best in men, but I’ve also seen the worst in men, and the latter is dark, ugly, and hungry for power.

“When my family died, I decided I wanted no part of the Godwyn faith, the pagan religion, or any other construct man uses to destroy others; I left the world. The Feyr discovered humanity’s affliction almost too late. Hatred of their differences and way of life nearly destroyed them. Now they seclude themselves on an island and rarely venture from it. They learned firsthand what humanity is capable of, and they want no part of it now. As I do not.”

“Not to completely disagree,” Relnyn spoke up again with concern. “But the Giants are just as different from Man as the Feyr are from my race. We are trying to mend our relations after so long and enter your world peacefully and without prejudice. Are you suggesting Lockwood should remain apart? To me, the differences you speak of are only compounded by separation and mystery.”

“Well, we’ll see how long the Giants remain uninvolved in the conflicts that are coming. Nialls has his own reasons for desiring the Giants’ friendship, Relnyn.” The old man looked at the Giant with dark eyes and then shrugged. “It just goes to show, Sorin, that oftentimes there is no explanation for the conflicts of the world. But the root of their existence always has its base in the darker emotions of the soul, and it takes souls of conviction and wisdom to set the world to peace again. Unfortunately, they are few and far between.”

“And now we travel to a place filled with people who hate us,” Sorin muttered.

Thomas did not say anything. The old man did not need to.

* * * * *

After another week of traveling through the Grifforn Forest, glimpses of the Chilbrook Mountains broke through the foliage. The mountains had lost much of their severity as though tattered by age. The weather continued to be warm, but the humidity disappeared from the land the farther south the group traveled.

A few days earlier, the forest had also started to transform as the terrain gradually gained altitude. It had lost its green wildness, opening up to birch, tall maple, and white oak that caught all the sunlight and killed vegetation on the forest floor. They had traveled far and their tired bodies and aching muscles were not in vain.

Nathan came back from scouting, and after speaking with Tem and Thomas, the company turned to make their way east toward the worn peaks of the Chilbrooks. In the distance, a wide cleft as though a giant sword had fallen from above and cut the mountains in half was visible.

Sorin turned to Thomas. “Are we passing through the mountains here?”

“We are. If we do not, we will add several more weeks onto this journey, and that we cannot afford. It is now late summer, and autumn is nearing. The quicker we arrive at Blackrhein Reach, the more easily we can leave before winter sets in. It comes early in the Reach, and we do not want to be stuck there.” He pointed off in the distance. “By going through the Pass of Vose, we can slip into the Kingdom’s interior and shave off valuable time.”

The next day dawned gray with cloud cover while a light wind brought the scent of rain from the sea. It was humid—the summer still in control of the temperature at least—but periodic raindrops fell on the company feeling as large as grapes. The company entered the Pass of Vose just as the grey clouds melted away.

With the small peaks of the Chilbrook Mountains on either side of him, Sorin caught Thomas looking back over his shoulder the way they had come. It had been the fourth time the old man had done so that day, and each time he looked longer and harder into the distance as though trying to unwrap a riddle with his eyes.

“Is something behind us, Thomas?” Sorin asked, worried despite Isere’s assurances the jerich was no longer after him.

“I don’t know,” he answered, his eyes spearing through the pass at his back. “Tem, have you noticed anything odd about the forest behind us?”

“No, but I can drop back and have a look. Have you seen some kind of movement or heard any sounds?”

“No. It’s something more elusive, on the edge of my awareness as though not quite right. It’s almost like the hush of the forest at our own passing has been stretched out, like one of us has fallen behind and is trying to catch up. The normal forest sounds haven’t returned behind us as they ought to.”

“Better to be safe,” Tem said, gathering his things.

The Ward left them on foot, fully armed and as silent as the grass growing. The company continued on their way, but a bit slower to allow Tem the chance to catch back up.

After long moments had passed, and it was clear Tem would not be returning quickly, Sorin turned back to Thomas. “Why did you come with me?”

“You mean, why did I come with you when I hate High King Nialls Chagne and am disgusted with the All Father?” Thomas looked over at his companion with flinty eyes.

Sorin nodded, afraid to say anything that would scare the old man from the topic. Instead, Thomas surprised him. “Despite my feelings for this trip and doing what Nialls asks, I also recognize the importance of what you have been asked to do. I’m not one to question whether or not the All Father exists—I know He does. But I no longer follow in his likeness nor those tenets laid down by the Codex—not after the brutal slaying of my family. You, on the other hand, would have gone, regardless of any advice I gave you. You are a lot like your father in that way—selfless and willing to help others, no matter the cost. I came to prevent you from suffering the same fate as my family. Although Arvel Westfall is gone, a promise to someone like him is a promise I intend to keep.”

“You were really close, weren’t you?” Sorin asked.

“We were,” Thomas acknowledged, plucking a maple leaf that hung in his way.”

“And what about your brother? Why is there so much animosity between you?”

Even though Sorin knew the question had probably irked the old man, Thomas showed no emotion. “It’s a difficult thing to understand, Sorin, as you don’t have siblings. I was the eldest and mine was the future mantle of First Warden. When our father died, I accepted my role with responsibility and honor. As happens with the younger brothers of a First Warden, Rowen was put through the same rigorous training I was, but was only given command of a battalion of the warden. He and I were close once and were very similar in beliefs, but there was always a sort of animosity at our relationship’s heart—a resentment he felt and I never shared. I was first born—First Warden to be—and he would never be more than the First Warden’s brother.

“When my family was murdered, he was incensed that I planned to leave my role. He thought I should use it as fodder to destroy crime in the city and in the Kingdom. To him it was an honor to be First Warden, but he could never see it had led to my family’s destruction. All he saw was a brother who dishonored his entire family.”

“That pains you, even now,” Sorin noted.

Thomas shrugged. “I’ve thought a lot about the argument he and I had upon my return. That was the first time I’d seen him in fourteen winters. My nephew is out there somewhere too, on the ocean. Rowen still hasn’t forgiven my trespass, but there will come a time—probably when he and I are much older—when we can settle our differences and be civil. Until that time, the resentment he feels for me will continue to drive a wedge between us.”

Sorin caught movement behind them, and Tem reemerged from the forest, his face red from his quickened pace.

“Anything?” Thomas asked.

“I see nothing. If something is back there, sir, it is craftier than I am at keeping itself concealed. It is as you said: the forest is deadened farther back than it should be as though there is something unnatural within its folds. What it could be though is beyond my talent.”

“Perhaps it fears us,” Sorin offered.

“And perhaps it merely does not want to be seen,” Tem said.

Thomas shared a look with Sorin, and Relnyn held his staff tighter.

* * * * *

Sorin sat astride Creek as the group came to the top of a hill filled with grass, wild flowers, and lazily buzzing insects. The company’s passage through the Pass of Vose went easily, the path a wide, crooked swath of level ground rather than a jagged climb through the mountains like Lost Pass. They had moved to the east side of the Chilbrook Mountains the previous day, and whatever was behind them had still not shown itself. The company kept two people at watch during the night, and while they traveled one of the Wards lagged behind to raise a warning if necessary. The weather had remained sunny and warm, and Sorin—after almost two weeks of constant traveling—had toughened to the point that he was no longer pained in any way by the hardships of the road.

Far below the meadow’s expanse, a stretch of sparkling silver meandered its way through the forested countryside like a snake, its track fading into the rolling hills of the southwest. Near his vantage point, a town had grown up on the river but there was something odd about it Sorin could not quite place. Smoke crawled up the air in thin ribbons, the buildings were square and made from strong timbers, a wooden pier jutted into the river with several boats tied to it, and a wall built around its perimeter kept the forest from invading the town’s space. The longer Sorin looked at it, the more he knew it was different from the Kingdom’s other towns.

 “It is the Issringe River,” Tem said, addressing Sorin’s curiosity. He had returned from scouting ahead as they decided what route to take. “We will follow it until we reach the Falls.”

“And it is only there we can cross into Blackrhein Reach?”

Tem nodded as the group began its downward trek to the forested lowlands once more. “The Reach sits on an enormous plateau here in the southland. People believe giant slabs of ice cut the land apart like a shovel and it was here they stopped, leaving the land beyond an unblemished world of its own. Once upon a time, before the War of the Kingdoms changed everything, Blackrhein Reach had its ancestral seat in the fertile lowlands to the north of the Pass of Vose on this side of the Chilbrooks. The Reach’s destroyed capital still sits there, ruined blocks of stone and nothing more. You see the town down there?” Sorin nodded. “That is Birn. On the southwestern side of the mountains is another town called Sokern. Both towns are warden garrisons created to protect the Kingdom from possible invasion by Blackrhein Reach.”

Sorin realized what had bothered him on first viewing—the size of the town’s protective wall. It was as tall as the buildings within. No Kingdom towns Sorin had ever seen before had walls that thick and high. It was protected out here in the wilderness, but it was due to its proximity to Blackrhein Reach that made the defensive nature of the town a necessity.

Sorin thought back on what Thomas had told him days earlier. Somewhere out here in the wilderness, outposts were constructed and left unused. He wondered if they would come across one; he wondered how Thomas would react if they did.

Tem left once more, and the company moved south. They kept to the west of Birn and the Issringe River, Thomas not wishing to arouse the suspicion of the town’s garrison leaders. The land was forested and ancient, fir and cedar trees growing so large Relnyn probably felt more at home in their midst. Signs of deer, elk, and other woodland animals were plentiful and birdsong twittered safely in the canopy above them. By the end of the day, Nathan found a crossing where the Issringe was wide and shallow, and once they crossed to the south bank of the Issringe they camped within a nearby valley for the night.

The next morning, as the sun sent its golden, infant rays to dispatch the gloom of night, the group rode from the valley and was met by a scene Sorin would never forget.

In the southern distance, a wall of solid, gray rock rose from the depths of the world as though pushed from below and spread east as far as Sorin could see. It was massive and inescapable—a natural phenomenon of immensity no human hands could ever hope to duplicate. Tall evergreen trees—their conical appearance obvious even from that distance—lined the top of the plateau like pointed merlons on the battlements of a castle. It was a defensive marvel that could never be overwhelmed, and Sorin suddenly understood why Blackrhein Reach had never been penetrated and would forever be protected from the likes of the Kingdom or any other foe that attempted to overcome the wall with brute force.

The only break in the immaculate line of stone was a series of waterfalls so close to one another they had nearly become one. White water rushed from the heights and fell in a cascade of angry motion and rising mist while small rainbows faded in and out of existence as the sun tried to catch the Falls. Sorin could not make out where the waterfall crashed, but he imagined the land beneath it had been obliterated to bare stone from centuries of plunging wrath. Although they were another day’s ride from it, the sound of pounding water reverberated in the air, a constant, dark hum never completely leaving the ear.

“The Falls,” Thomas said. “It is there we must find our way into Blackrhein Reach.”

Relnyn looked at Sorin and shared a thought; even to the Giant, the wall was enormous.

The closer the company got to the Falls, the stronger the sound of thunder became, until the wildlife was hushed into submission and the world no longer could create its own sound. In the middle of the afternoon, they rode close enough for Sorin to see that the Issringe River joined the waterfall’s cascade and together both rolled west through the Chilbrook Mountains and the lowlands beyond.

As the Falls fascinated Sorin, he almost did not notice the group had come upon ruins.

It was a derelict structure, made of stone and wood beams, its innards overrun by the voracious vines that gave no respect to man’s endeavors. The walls were short, stout, and still intact but the roof had surrendered to harsher climes and caved in long before. Two wooden buildings on either side of the tower—stables and a smithy—remained near enough to the sturdy walls that the elements had been unable to destroy them completely. The stone looked new and barely weathered, with only faint splotches of moss growing on the exterior. If Sorin did not know any better, he would say the tower was built and left to its own corruption, one more example of humanity’s capacity to create and ultimately forget.

Thomas took one long, hard stare at it before turning to the group, pain etched deep in the lines of his mouth and haunting behind his eyes. “We will remain here until nightfall, giving Nathan the rest of the afternoon to scout the Falls and ensure we are alone here. We don’t want to attempt the Reach and leave our backsides flapping in the wind for anyone to come upon. That would end this foray right quick.”

Sorin relieved Creek of his saddle and then settled in with the others next to the ruins of the tower. Nathan disappeared into the wilds near the raging Falls, armed with a short sword, dirk, and a small axe. From what Sorin could see, there was a path located at the bottom of the waterfall—the stone having worn away before centuries of onslaught—that snaked up the immense wall to the Reach above. He knew conditions would have to be right for them to ascend and remain safe.

Near sunset, with the light fading in a swirl of orange and pink in the west, Nathan returned to the ruins.

“The gate of the Morliun Tower is open,” the Ward said to Thomas. Whether he liked it or not, the old man was First Warden again in all but name. “The path is clear.”

“That sounds fortunate,” Sorin said.

“It isn’t,” Thomas replied. “It means men from the Reach are in the Kingdom.”

Nathan nodded. “There were three such groups roaming the forest at the Falls’ base. I crossed the river and followed one to Sokern where the scouting party just watched from a distance. If I were to gamble, I’d say they were measuring the city’s defenses.”

“Are there still three groups out of the Reach?”

“No, I saw two return. The third could be anywhere.”

Thomas’s eyes darkened. “It is a risk we will have to take. The danger is obvious, but our chances improve dramatically if we wait until nightfall and pray the gate is still open. If it is not, we will have to wait another night or two.”

The company gathered their things once more and set out toward the Falls. The slope of the land gradually fell and the forest thinned. With dusk settling firmly around them, they reached the edge of the trees to view a gently rolling carpet of dark grass expanding out for hundreds of kingsyards before meeting the river. At the heart of the tributary, the Falls glowed silver in the failing light, a swath of iridescence. Although Sorin was on Creek, he could feel the ground shake from the force of the water meeting the land. He was awed anew at nature. The Falls had been there long before Sorin had come into the world, and they would be there long after.

They kept to the tree line as long as possible, and Sorin stayed alert and ready for anything. In the failing light, a pathway snaked up the left side of the Falls and weaved up toward Blackrhein Reach. The closer Sorin got, the more anxious he became, the Ward’s news of a third party in the darkness with them a constant invisible threat. For the first time, he felt how truly difficult their task was. It was daunting just to overcome the Falls. What else would be waiting for them when they reached the top? He did not know, and the dark uncertainty gave life to his fear in a way no foe in the flesh could possibly give.

The group ascended the twisted pathway along the Falls grudgingly. It was not an easy trip. The wall was taller than the Sentinels in Lockwood had been, and the pathway was steep, made of solid rock made slippery by the constant mist. Sorin was quickly damp. Creek shivered beneath him in the falling. The path was broad enough for two horses to walk side by side, and although he was not scared of falling, a sense of vertigo seized Sorin as he looked out over the Kingdom. The breadth of the dark land rolled out from the wall and became small, and the pale winding of the Issringe as it vanished into the west. It was a marvelous view—even at night—and it comforted him while he ascended higher than he would have preferred.

As they neared the top, the pathway leveled and the dampness disappeared almost entirely. Peering around the bulk of the Giant, Sorin saw a tower rising into the night, stark against the star-littered sky on the cliff edge of the wall. A faint orange light glowed from several of the upper windows. As Sorin moved closer, he saw the tower did not stand alone; it was attached to a small, stone fortress that could possibly hold hundreds of men. Extending from the tower to the banks of the river was a wall of high proportion and a wide hole gaping at them where the gate should have been. There was no way around it; the rippling water of the river ran on their left, and leapt from the top of the wall to crash below.

No one seemed to be around. The path beyond the fortress was open and inviting.

Thomas gestured the company to hurry forward, the clanking of their gear drowned out by the Falls.

They were nearing the entrance to the open gate when cries of alarm careened in the night behind them. Sorin turned to witness a group of hard-looking, bearded men charging forward with weapons drawn.

The third scout party.

“Go,” Thomas hissed, kicking his horse into motion.

The rest of the company followed, the Giant keeping up with long strides, his staff tucked under his arm. Sorin stayed low to Creek, unwilling to look back, the open gate his only concern. They came toward the gate swiftly, but just as they were about to rumble through, a half-dozen men appeared, brandishing weapons of a wide variety.

The horse Thomas was riding rumbled through the opening, and the old man maneuvered it at the men with a fearsome challenging cry. The impact of the barreling animal sent the men scurrying, their line broken. The horse reared, fighting the armed men with its hooves while Thomas sliced at his adversaries with his sword. Several of the guards went down, dead before they hit the ground. Nathan and Relnyn continued through the gate, and Sorin and Tem followed, pushing their mounts through to the open road in front of them. They had broken through.

Gaining some distance, Sorin looked back, hoping to see Thomas galloping behind them to catch up. He was not. More men had poured from the tower like ants, attacking the intruder, but they were too many for Thomas to withstand alone. His horse went down then with a spear shoved deep into its chest, taking Thomas with it. As the beast fell backward and crashed to the ground, the former First Warden rolled away to safety, avoiding the crushing weight of the animal and raising his sword again.

“Ride!” Thomas shouted, moving away from his manic horse to make a final stand.

Sorin had reined in Creek and was about to start back when Relnyn charged into the fray. With a shout of rage Sorin had never heard from the Giant, he thundered into the midst of the Reach’s guards before they got to Thomas. The men hesitated as Relnyn sent his staff whistling through the air in a circle, knocking swords, spears, and other weapons away. With their numbers growing the longer the conflict lasted, the guards from the Morliun Tower began to surround the pair, and leaded crossbow bolts and arrows were fired from relative safety.

Relnyn moved Thomas behind him and jammed his staff with both hands into the ground. Light flared along its length, filling the sky with flickering white. The projectiles aimed at them bounced off of it, unable to reach the Giant and old man, and confusion reigned in the ranks of the Morliun men.

When the guards—savage-looking men wearing black armor—realized the light was not hurting them, they moved in with their swords and axes and began hacking at the luminous shield. Each stroke lessened the light, and Relnyn was visibly grimacing. Although power coursed along the staff from the ground and protected the two men, Relnyn was weakening like he had against the dragon at A’lum, and Sorin did not think the Giant could withstand the assault for much longer.

A new group of men from the tower looked beyond the melee to see Sorin and the two mounted Wards at the edge of the clearing. The guards charged, broadswords drawn and crossbows ready. Creek snorted and backed away, stamping the ground impatiently. The Wards moved in front of Sorin with their own weapons drawn, ready for the fight that was about to occur. Sorin saw it all happening in a blur, as though his life were not in danger and he was only an observer.

Sorin and the Giant locked eyes. Frustration crossed Relnyn’s face. It was one of anger and desperation, one that seethed and boiled from somewhere deep beneath the personality of the Giant and was now suddenly able to be let free.

The Giant snarled and roared, and Sorin had never seen a more naked display of rage fill someone’s face.

The shield suddenly winked from existence, drenching the area in stunned darkness. The Giant drew his staff from the soil and sent it in an arc at his enemies. Instead of the wood striking the men, fire angrier than a forge pit erupted along the end of the staff and lashed out through the ranks of the attackers. The fire spurted in gouts—as deep and angry as that of its master—and it burned through armor, clothing, weapons, and into the flesh of the guards, unrelenting in its severity, complete in its destruction. The orange and red glow of flame blew everything back in a wide circle from the two companions.

Relnyn spun and sent the fire into those going after Sorin and the Wards, the flames as unforgiving as they had been to those who had attacked the Giant.

He suddenly turned his anger on the Morliun Tower, the glint of fire dancing in his eyes, flickering with unforgiving remorselessness and lashing at the tower’s stone and anyone still within. Thomas crouched at Relnyn’s feet, sword drawn but unneeded. With a wide ring of freedom newly created from the Giant’s wrath, the old man grabbed at Relnyn’s clothing with a furious yank that nearly toppled the Giant.

“Pull it back!” Thomas screamed.

Some part of the Giant—the rational part of him that was still sane—heard the old man’s plea. The fire sputtered and then disappeared completely, the staff unmarred by Relnyn’s anger.

In the muffled sounds of pain, nothing was left standing.

Relnyn and Thomas ran back toward Sorin and the latter mounted Creek behind Sorin. The group raced into the remaining fragment of night, unmindful of where they went, the shouts of pain and anger fading behind them with every galloping step Creek took.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 30


 


From the hidden protection of a copse of fir and hemlock trees that lined the small ridge, Sorin watched the retreating, shadowy form of Thomas descend toward a confluence of orange flickering lights that filled the valley’s night-enshrouded bottom. Stars appeared in the sky above them, increasing in number until the heavens were awash with them. The half moon also rose—a sickly yellow cast to it—and skimmed the mountainous horizon in what Sorin hoped would be a brief performance. The absence of illumination within the humid forest would help conceal them from the eyes of their enemies; the darkness would be their first and maybe only ally in Blackrhein Reach.

Thomas disappeared from view entirely then, walking to the ancient hamlet of Rivewood rather than bringing attention while riding Creek. Like Sorin, the rest of the group remained behind within the safety of the forest, relaxing tired muscles and aching joints from the harsh ride. After their battle atop the Falls, they had fled the rest of the night and deep into the next day—distance from the Morliun Tower their only immediate protection. No one had followed them, and the only thing greeting the company was rolling, forested lands as far as Sorin could see.

The group had only stopped periodically to rest their horses during the flight. After the sun rose, Tem deciphered where they were and Thomas changed their direction; they spent the rest of the day crossing beautiful country reminiscent of the land around Lockwood.

Thomas had waited for the cover of darkness before making his way down to Rivewood. It was there Thomas would attempt to locate the spy Godwyn Keep had positioned in the Reach; it was there he would find information concerning the stronghold of Keslich ’Ur.

Sorin glanced over at Relnyn, his friend’s face lost in shadow. The Giant had been quiet during the flight—as most of them had been—but haunted exhaustion had went with him. Some aspect of the Giant’s inner light had dimmed after the battle to claim the Reach’s heights, and with it Relnyn had faded within himself. The Giant understood better than anyone what the previous night’s rage meant for him spiritually and culturally. The power he had unleashed was astonishing and had come from him alone, not the world beneath his feet. But until he decided to speak of it on his own terms, Sorin would not press the matter. Sorin knew the oath Relnyn had given to protect him could possibly place the Giant in direct conflict with his peaceful, cultural heritage, and it was best Relnyn puzzle out the dilemma on his own since the answer had to come from himself.

But the look in his eyes mirrored what Sorin saw—the demeanor of the Darkrell. 

When Sorin looked back at the last few months, he realized how much had happened to him. The murder of his parents had changed his life forever. Once he learned their deaths were collateral to the attempt on his life, Sorin knew he could never shirk responsibility and dishonor their memory. Every day he missed his parents with an ache he knew would never leave him, and it was partially that pain that had pressed him to find the Hammer of Aerom. Thomas was right about one thing: no matter how dire and dangerous Sorin’s role could become, he still would have come on this quest. It was the right thing to do. Though a day can be filled with gray duress and sad prospects, it was how one handled it that defined one’s soul. The sacrifice his father had given Sorin taught him that.

But could he sacrifice his own soul for what the High King asked of him?

It was nearing midnight when Thomas returned from his foray into Rivewood with another figure at his side, both men cloaked and hooded like black wraiths from a nightmare. As Thomas drew closer, he lowered his hood and his companion did the same.

He was a short, thin man with an unremarkable face, shaggy black hair, and dark eyes that mercilessly absorbed the pale moonlight. He looked nervous as his eyes ferreted out the others of the group and looked often into the depths of the forest in all directions, as if at any moment an attack would come to end his life.

Tem and Nathan had vanished into the night, the former remaining in the darkness down the hill to keep watch for anyone who may have followed Thomas, the latter in the depths of the trees at the company’s back. At Thomas’s return, Relnyn joined them from the darkness of his meditation—a dark boulder come to life—moving cautiously among the low-lying limbs of the copse. When the spy saw the hulking Giant step into their midst, the Rivewood dweller looked like a deer about to bolt.

“This is Henrik Mattah,” Thomas whispered in the dark. “He knows who I am and our intentions to learn all we can about Cwen Errich. He goes by a different name here in the Reach, but that matters not right now. He was one of Keslich ’Ur’s chefs, preparing meals for the guards and castle attendants. Henrik knows we are here for any unusual information he may have.”

“What do you mean he ‘was,’ Thomas?” Relnyn asked.

“I am no longer employed there,” Henrik stuttered with a strange lilt to his speech, still looking at Relnyn in disbelief. “I was asked to leave.”

“What do you know about Keslich ’Ur?” Sorin asked, pulling the man’s gaze away from the distracting Giant.

“Not much of recent, I am afraid. About two weeks ago, Cwen Errich moved all workers from the castle that could not be personally vouched for by members of the court, the leaders of the clans, or her family. Dozens were forced to leave, including myself. I have done what I could for Godwyn Keep from a distance—watching patrols, listening to rumors and deciphering them for the truth, spying on those who come and go from Keslich ’Ur—but it is all highly suspect and none of it makes any sense. My fear, however, is the Woman King plans an assault on the Kingdom.”

“Before you left, was there anything unusual going on with Cwen?” Thomas asked.

“Servants and kitchen folk, we hear all the rumors of the castle, and eventually all information—truthful or speculative—filters down to our lowest of low ranks. It is for that reason I took the job as a chef; it is the best way to hear a lot of news on a wide spectrum of levels without being in direct confrontation with the throne.

“Before I was forced from my kitchen and the castle, there were dozens of rumors swirling about the place. When King Errich died on his barge so many months ago, the Reach became very unstable. Errich left his wife and infant son to power, but here you have to prove your worth to the clans before you are accepted as ruler. Cwen Errich, on behalf of her son of course, has done that, and she alone reigns now under the self-made mantle of the Viirm Kiril—the Woman King.

“After she consolidated her authority, several rumors surfaced all at once. Her advisor and principal man at arms, Rillian Orx, disappeared from her side. No one has seen him in months, but apparently another man has been seen at the Woman King’s side as though a counselor. He comes and goes as he pleases, and no one sees him for more than a few moments. The rumors say this man replaced Orx. Some say Orx is alive but disfigured, roaming the halls late at night, while others have said he left on some important mission for the Woman King. Others still say he is dead by her hand. There is no way of knowing for sure what is true, but what is certain is there are problems at the very closest space reserved next to Cwen Errich, and things might not be as stable as they seem.”

Thomas looked to Sorin before nodding to Henrik to continue.

“The Woman King has also abdicated use of the main hall to an antechamber housed behind the throne. It is almost like she is fearful of being caught in the open. Again, rumors were in the air—some say she is a coward, some say she is protecting her life and that of the heir. But the most prevalent rumor is she has something of great value and finds it difficult to leave it. No one knows for certain other than the woman herself.”

The old knight sighed “Anything else? What of the Woman King’s armies and the guards she has posted at Keslich ’Ur?”

“The one thing that is true, and I dispatched this information several days ago by pigeon to Godwyn Keep, is the Woman King is mobilizing the powers of the Reach into a lone army of enormous potential. The other items I have spoken of hardly seemed important enough to warrant a missive to the Council, but the consolidation of force is obvious. I do not know why and can only speculate as to her desires, but the Kingdom should be worried about it. As for the guards around Keslich ’Ur, she has increased their quantity and rotation, but as with any system, there are flaws to it.”

Henrik grew silent. Sorin half-expected the world to have gone deathly still at the man’s information, but the night remained filled with its creatures. Relnyn remained quiet though, his hands wrapped about his staff as though it were a lifeline, and his eyes shining in the dark.

Thomas took a deep draught of the cooling air. “Somehow, Henrik, I think she discovered there were spies in her midst and she sent any possible threat from her. You are fortunate you are still alive.”

“That may be, but now the eyes of Godwyn Keep and the Kingdom are nearly blind in Keslich ’Ur.”

“If you were to go there, would you know how to navigate the castle’s protection to get us into the main hall without being seen?” Thomas questioned, his eyes hidden by shadow.

“Possibly. I’d have to infiltrate their system alone, study it for at least one night, and return to guide you through it. It’d be very dangerous.”

“We didn’t come here to be safe, Henrik,” the old man grumbled.

* * * * *

The next morning, with the sun held captive behind a bank of thick clouds that had amassed in the east and spread like a gray pall toward the west during the night, Sorin and the others awaited Henrik Mattah in the hills on the north side of Rivewood. After their meeting, the spy had returned to his hamlet to pack a few things. With the threat of hard, summer rain imminent and a brisk wind clearing the humid air, Sorin prepared for the trip into the interior of Blackrhein Reach.

“What do you know about Keslich ’Ur?” Sorin asked Thomas.

Thomas was checking his weapons and gear. He looked up at Sorin and shrugged. “Keslich ’Ur is the capital city of the Reach and has been for almost two millennia. The capital was once in the southern midst of the Waverly Plains, but no longer. The whole breadth of the Kingdom was also in the power of the Blood Throne—an empire of considerable size and unimaginable wealth—but the War of the Kingdoms changed all, and the Giant army of the Wrathful pushed the Blackrhein Empire into the Reach, and there it has remained.”

“But it still desires the land of the Kingdom,” Sorin said, shaking his head.

Thomas nodded. “The city is nestled in the jagged hills of the Wistroum Mountains and naturally fortified against assault by an army—bordered on the east by a heavy mountain range and safe on its north side by the wall. Rikkslar is in the mountains above it; there breeders raise war shrikes at the command of the throne. The Reach has always desired the Kingdom; or better yet, it has always longed for its ancestral land returned to it. The Kingdom and the Reach have maintained peace for a long time due to their stalemate of military might, but events seem to be breaking that apart.”

Sorin had heard dark tidings about the Reach, even as a young child. It had defied the will of Godwyn Keep and ignored the authenticity of the Codex rather than coexisting with it. With the Blackrhein Empire gone and news of Aerom’s marvels moving throughout the land like wildfire, much of the Kingdom had converted to the Godwyn faith, and it was solidified as the religion of the new Kingdom. But safe beyond the natural defense of the wall, the pagan faith of the Reach remained—uninhibited and enraged.

“Do you think Henrik has a chance?” Sorin inquired.

“I believe if we are going to have a chance, he has to,” Thomas replied, checking Creek’s supply pack. With the death of his horse, he had lost his own provisions. “I had hoped we would not need to infiltrate Keslich ’Ur alone. If Henrik fails, our task becomes much more challenging.”

Sorin gazed down the hill, the scent of rain a damp hint on the air. Even though a few days had passed since their abrupt and combative ascension to the Reach, Sorin still found he was unable to relax. Pursuit could appear at any time, and it was that constant fear that kept Sorin alert.

But the Giant had chosen a different path; he sat alone, meditating. Sorin wondered if Relnyn had come to any conclusions about his actions. Once they arrived on the outskirts of Keslich ’Ur, the Giant would have to stay behind—his height a disadvantage to the stealth required—but once the company was free of the castle, Relnyn would do everything in his power to prevent a chase. Sorin could not tell if his friend was worried about the part he was to play in the aftermath of stealing the Hammer, or if he accepted it. All Sorin hoped was Relnyn staying true to his beliefs, whatever choice that may be.

While Sorin helped Thomas repack Creek, Henrik Mattah materialized from the gloom of the morning, riding a brown mare ragged with old age.

“Are you ready for this?” Thomas asked the spy as he joined them.

“I am. I carry all that I will require to enter the castle and learn its guard rotations.”

“Good.”

“What is in Keslich ’Ur that you deem valuable enough to risk everything?”

“I’m afraid I cannot answer that question, Henrik,” Thomas answered. “It is in your best interest if you are caught that you do not know. Needless to say, it is important, and Godwyn Keep has great need of you right now.”

Henrik nodded. “As you wish. But I must warn you. These are a dark people. They are merciless if one of their own turns against them. If we are caught, the Woman King and those around her will torture the lot of us without a second thought. She leads by fear, and her country follows her.” He paused. “Even though you are no longer First Warden, you still act the role, sir. I hope your wisdom and ability are sharp. I will return to you tomorrow morning. From his map, Warden Tem knows the place. May the goodwill of the Seven be with you all.”

The spy turned and left on his horse. It was not a long ride from what Sorin inferred, and they would rejoin the spy once his role was performed. But as the murky shadows of the early morning swallowed the little man and his horse, Sorin could not shake the feeling Henrik Mattah rode to his doom.

And subsequently, they would follow him to it.

* * * * *

It was afternoon, the rain falling in heavy, cool sheets, when they came upon death.

Thomas had given Henrik Mattah the morning to add distance between them, the former First Warden unwilling to draw attention to the spy if it could be helped. The day struggled to escape from the quagmire of the weather, and the cloud cover tightened its stranglehold on the land. The cool raindrops were a bombardment no natural shelter could save them from. The land quickly became a cesspool of muddy, hazardous travel. With their cloaks drawn up close against their bodies in a futile effort to remain dry, the company moved through the afternoon morass, hoping Nathan could navigate through the gloom and gray. The foreboding Sorin had felt take root within him earlier sent its tendrils deeper into his soul, a constant companion to the wet misery they all faced.

Tem led them while Nathan scouted ahead. Thomas rode Nathan’s horse, and Relnyn was behind them all, an enigmatic presence who disregarded the weather and the world.

The land had steepened considerably as the their travel wore on, but Nathan had kept them to the easier, level ground of valleys that slowly became surrounded by ever-growing peaks into the southeast. Sorin guessed it was the middle of the day when they entered a flat meadow that stretched into the gray distance and around the next bend. In its middle, several twisted black sticks rose from the grass—stark, unnatural things that did not belong to the meadow. The rest of the area was empty.

As they grew closer, Sorin saw they were not sticks but a series of burned out shells of wagon caravans, their skeleton framework all that remained after having been set afire. It had been there a long time.

Tem brought the company to a halt and returned to Thomas’s side, the rain running down his cloak in rivulets. “Gypsies, by the look of the wagons. Long dead.”

“How much farther before we come to the place we are to meet Henrik on the morrow?” asked Thomas.

“Not far,” the Ward said, shielding his eyes from the downpour. “I believe it to be the next valley around the bend.”

The company trudged forward and navigated several more valleys when Tem reined his mount in and froze in his saddle. The rest of them stopped as well, and Sorin peered through the haze to determine the Ward’s reason for halting.

A figure wearing a mud-splattered black cloak was face down in the grassy muck of the glade, its limbs curled into a fetal position. There was no movement. To either side of the meadow, the forest leered at them with dark intent, its periphery draped in deep shadow. Eyes not of his companions crawled over Sorin like worms into a rotting corpse.

Creek snorted, his disquiet matching his master’s. Thomas dismounted and drew his sword, the rain running from the blade’s tip in a miniature waterfall as the old man’s eyes scanned the scene for ambush. Tem stood a few kingsyards away after getting off his own horse. With eyes alert, both men moved to the body.

Sorin also dismounted. Drawing his own sword—the grip unfamiliar in his untrained hand—he approached the body with the hulking mass of Relnyn behind him. The scent of thick mud and crushed wet grass assailed his nostrils. Thomas bent and moved the fold of the cowl away from the body’s head. The face was slick and white and contorted in a fearful grimace even in death’s peaceful embrace. A gaping slash across half of his neck still leaked the remnants of his heart’s blood into the grass.

It was Nathan.

“Remount,” Thomas commanded through gritted teeth.

It was too late. The forest exploded then from either side of the meadow, a conflagration of noise, water, and movement. A dozen soldiers wearing cloaks the color of damp ash burst from their concealment to attack the company in a surge of sharpened steel and furious intent. The whistle of arrows cut through the damp air from a group of archers who hid within the folds of the forest, but the only target the shafts found was the ground in front and behind the company. Sorin almost lost his grip on his slippery weapon, but he soon grabbed the long grip with both hands and prepared for the inevitable.

Thomas and Tem charged into the ranks of those ahead of the group, roaring frightfully. With practiced, broad strokes they cut down the initial soldiers and took the brunt of the enemies’ charge while holding them back from Sorin and Relnyn. Tem moved fluidly, his sword a living entity, discovering holes in the thin chain protection the soldiers wore with an ease that belied his lanky height. Two men were dead before the ring of their steel had left the air.

At Tem’s side, Thomas was crazed, his unkempt white hair released from its cowl and defiant even to the downpour. Whereas Tem was young and skilled, Thomas fought like a cornered crag cat, with powerful swings and deft footwork that outmaneuvered his opponents and left three more of them dead in the mud.

Then another group of men detached from the forest, their weapons drawn, coming straight at Sorin’s back.

Sweat sprang to life all at once over Sorin’s body, and heat emanated from him in waves. Death had found them. There were too many and no amount of valiant heroics could hope to overcome the dozens of armored men.

“Relnyn!” Sorin yelled.

The Giant turned and stepped between Sorin and the new threat, wielding the staff in wide arcs that cut through the air with intimidation. The archers had ceased their attack as the addition of the newcomers complicated matters, leaving Relnyn with dozens of men to contend with. He struck out with his staff’s metal-shod tip and crushed a man’s chest. In the same movement, he sent the staff in a circle at the enemies’ feet, and the deadened sound of splintered shinbones added to the misery already on the air. The staff was like a small tree trunk possessed of its own violation, a live thing with a vendetta against the Reach’s soldiers. Howls of pain erupted from the ranks, but more men came on bearing long spears with deadly iron heads, an angry sea no dike could ever hope to contain. Even for the Giant, the odds were teetering toward the brink of his destruction.

“Relnyn!” roared Thomas, his clothing splattered with the blood of his assailants as he and Tem gave ground before the mass of sharpened steel that surrounded them. “Call the fire!”

Sorin took one look at his friend, and he knew the Giant was paralyzed, unwilling or unable to call forth the power that had protected them several times since they had met. It was the choice he had made. Nothing but the angry protestations of Relnyn stood between Sorin and the dozens of men who now swarmed from the land. Fear of dying finally gripped his heart; angry fear that Nathan was dead and the rest of the group would soon follow.

Darkness closed about Sorin, and the gray light of the afternoon disappeared and was replaced by warmth that sprang from within. Just like at the monastery of A’lum and later in the Sentinel Glade, it began in his chest and flowed out through his extremities and into the world around him. He could feel his heart beat, echoing with need in his ears. Blackness swept over his vision, and the pounding of his blood drowned out the shouts of his companions The thudding reverberation overcame his entire being until it took on a life of its own—a sound Sorin now knew was irrevocably linked to him.

The sound of powerful hooves.

Still clutching his sword, Sorin looked up from his muddied prostration to see Artiq enter the northern end of the valley. The horse emerged from the gray gloom like an obsidian knife, slicing his way through the downpour toward the conflict, blackness as defiant to the weather as the night was to the sunset. The rumble of Artiq’s hooves echoed in Sorin’s chest, and their power shook even through the grassy muck that oozed around his hands. The animal was huge—larger than any horse he had ever seen—and its chest was wide and rippling with muscle that lay directly beneath its glossy coat. Sorin had not seen Artiq attack the city walls of Aris Shae, but Relnyn had said it was a powerful demonstration of what the beast was capable of and how tied he was to Sorin. Artiq was not Creek; Artiq was a force of nature—created from nature—and like the land he was shaped from, he could never be wholly tamed.

Within his clearing head, Sorin knew the horse had come to protect him at any cost.

As Artiq grew closer, a link shared with the horse deep inside Sorin strengthened and gave him hope; the animal was strong and somehow had lent part of that strength to Sorin as he pushed himself up out of the mud to gauge the scene around him.

Rather than prevent the beast its path, the soldiers retreated away from the group; the attack on the company having ceased and the valley’s occupants grown still. Artiq came on a line directly toward Sorin and slowed from a gallop to a trot as he grew closer—gouts of steam blowing from his nostrils—until he pulled up short of the group and whickered in annoyance at the men surrounding them. He tossed his head at Sorin, his wet, black mane flinging water. Then he rose on his hind legs in challenge, his hooves dancing on the air, awaiting the danger that had confronted his master.

That’s when pandemonium struck, and the new, tenuous link Sorin had with the horse dissipated like smoke on a strong breeze.

Nets and ropes flew from behind the enemy lines in a dizzying coordinated attack at Artiq. The horse took several steps back and reared again, a terrified whinny escaping the beast that shattered the silence. He bucked, every second his freedom becoming less and less. Sharp hooves cut through several of the thick ropes but still more poured onto him, wrapping around his neck and back, the tan netting swallowing Artiq’s glistening coat.

With the horse unable to flee, and at the command of their leaders, soldiers swarmed the infuriated stallion, pushing him to the ground while more rope ensnared him. He toppled under the soldiers’ weight. Panic rolled inside his eyes, and the animal’s fury and fear—suffocated and trapped—rolled off of him into Sorin in waves. Tears came unbidden to Sorin’s eyes, but he was powerless to help. While the Reach’s soldiers were all but focused on the animal, all Sorin could do was watch.

“Get out of here!” Thomas roared at the others of the group, realizing they were not the center of attention and slipping on the rain-soaked ground as he ran.

But it was too late; archers stepped into the midst of their fellow armed companions and pointed a multitude of arrows and spears at Relnyn and the others. The circle of the trap closed tight. There was no escaping it.

Beyond the melee, three giant wolves moved from the shadowed woodland, their baleful eyes shimmering in the pale haze of the afternoon. Strapped upon their backs with elegant leather saddles rode two men and a woman. The wolves were larger than any Sorin had ever seen; they did not growl or bare their teeth at the company, but their very presence ran shockwaves of dread and subdued panic through everyone in their midst. Large hairy paws padded toward Artiq and those of the Kingdom, and the wolves’ gray-and-black shaggy fur repelled what the dismal sky poured on them. Fear punctured the air.

The foremost of the wolf riders, a man wearing a hooded crimson cloak, moved his mount close to the ring of men. He was large, with wide shoulders and wider chin giving rise to a short-cropped red beard that shone like flame. Blue eyes absorbed the light as they discerned. He rocked back and forth in his saddle to the gentle rhythm of the wolf’s stealthy movement, ready to pounce as the animal was.

Near the pommel of his saddle, two sword handles curved from beneath his cloak, easily accessible should there be a need. The soldiers around him gave him a wide berth and deference. His two companions—a thin, middle-aged woman with lank black hair and white skin, and a man near Thomas’s age—rode their wolves nearby, their eyes alert and their hands free of their cloaks, prepared for action. To Sorin’s eye, they carried no weapons.

“What a vile beast,” the man said in a thick accent that could not disguise the disgust he had. Artiq continued to fight the bonds that held him securely. “It fights the inevitable. Don’t make the same mistake, old man.”

Thomas took a deep breath, his eyes as hard as granite and his sword still rigid in his hand. “What do you want?”

The man’s sneer changed to a barely adequate smile. “I want what my liege wants. Her wisdom and foresight saw your attempt at assassination. She has gotten quite used to delaying the death that seeks her out from the Kingdom.”

“We have not come here to murder anyone,” Thomas said.

The smile disappeared and was replaced by ice. “Tell that to the men you killed at Morliun Tower. I highly doubt your intentions are honest.”

Artiq pounded his neck into the mud, matching Sorin’s desire to be free.

“And you, Giant,” the wolf rider said. “My companions will take your staff. Can’t have you setting fire to our world like you did at Morliun Tower, can we?”

The leader’s female companion rode her wolf into the group’s midst and took the staff from Relnyn. Conflicting emotions crossed the Giant’s face—a part of his soul had been taken from him but he also softened as though a curse had been lifted from him. The rest of Sorin’s friends were disarmed by the soldiers as well.

“You have come to the Reach of your own choice,” the red-bearded man said. “You will never leave.”

“Where do you take us?” Thomas asked, but Sorin already knew the answer.

“To Keslich ’Ur. The Woman King awaits.”





 


 


 


 


Chapter 31


 


The summer storm was finally abating, but the misery it had brought Sorin and his companions continued without relent. The afternoon sky had lightened—the dark shroud of heavy rain giving way to overcast skies and a tickling drizzle—but the land remained mired in a gray gloom. It matched the dark depression swirling inside Sorin. As he walked with wrists tied behind his back by thick, coarse rope, he could not help but feel they had failed completely; every step he took brought him closer to Keslich ’Ur and the Woman King. Once within her presence and in her control, escape would be impossible and no outside aid could come to their rescue. No one in the Kingdom would know of the group’s predicament—only Henrik Mattah, and what help could he possibly be now?

Artiq was paraded in front of the small army like a hard-won prize, dozens of nets and ropes crossing his back in an overwhelming menagerie of imprisonment. After securing Artiq’s nose, neck, and hooves—and the nets were firmly in place—the red-bearded leader had ordered the horse brought back to standing for travel. At one point, in a flurry of aggression, the great horse had bucked hard, sending several men holding ropes flying into the air. A soldier close to Artiq had drawn his sword and struck the horse against its head with the flat of his blade to bring it under control, but the sword had broken in half as though hit against granite.

Sorin tried to keep in view of the creature that had saved him once and tried to come to his aid twice, wishing he had been given more time to solve the riddle of the horse.

The drizzle stopped and Sorin shivered under his wet clothing. The link he had discovered between him and Artiq was gone now. When Sorin closed his eyes and reached out to the animal, he could feel their disconnection. It was the same link that had been there when the Watchman hit Sorin and when the jerich had threatened him in the Sentinel Glade. When he was in danger, Artiq responded. If he once had questioned Oryn’s belief in his connection to the wondrous horse, he did no longer. Even now, fleeting emotions shot across the void, attempting to bridge that rift. The horse was panicked and frightened—only for Sorin and not for itself—the emotions mirroring the young man’s own. Artiq was angry it could not fulfill its role and keep its charge safe. It would continue to struggle until the threat was removed; Sorin wondered if that would ever happen.

The leader of the Reach’s troop had left Nathan to the scavengers of the forest. In the middle of the soldiers with no avenue of escape, Sorin followed his companions into the deeper wilds of Blackrhein Reach. No appearance or knowledge of Henrik Mattah materialized, and Sorin wondered what had become of the real spy.

The fog of the lowlands continued to dissipate until the group rounded an elevated bend in a small mountain pass, and the final light of the day’s sun broke through the murky canopy to highlight the stronghold of Keslich ’Ur.

It was still far from the group, a monstrous stronghold of spires, turrets, walls, and fortifications thrusting from the land like spears built from an ashen-black stone that comprised the jagged mountains behind it. At the castle’s base, a city had grown and spread across the valley, pushing up against the fortress as if in supplication of its walled safety. Smoke from thousands of chimneys hung lazily on the air, proof a large population lived in the buildings. The Kingdom’s enemies were born, lived, and died in the buildings and homes in that city, and Sorin could not help but speculate what differences truly separated the two nations and their peoples.

The woodlands around them were turning color, maple and alder trees morphing from summer green to the fiery reds, oranges, and eventual browns of the fall season. The green that had been so prevalent in the Kingdom was vanishing in the heights of Blackrhein Reach.

“The seasons are already changing here, Thomas,” Sorin said.

“Summers are shorter in the Reach, and autumn comes earlier than in the Kingdom,” he replied, keeping his eyes firmly on the rocky ground in front of him. “In a matter of weeks, the colors will disappear as well and snow will come to the higher elevations of the Reach. Soon winter will seize it entirely. You see those mountains in the far southern distance?”

With the fog gone, Sorin saw enormous peaks shining like burnished silver outlined against the darkening sky.

“Those are the Clennick Mountains,” Thomas said. “Winter has undoubtedly begun there already, although it will be a while before it halts all possibility for travel in their reaches. It is there the Pontifex believes our way could eventually follow if we fail here at Keslich ’Ur.”

If what Thomas was saying were true, Pontifex Dendreth Charl believed Kieren would climb the steep, snowy passes of the Clennick Mountains to destroy the Rune of Aerilonoth. Obtaining the Hammer of Aerom would end all of that. The mountains were remote and harsh; they reminded Sorin of the Krykendaal Mountains near his home—jagged, inhospitable, and death to anyone who entered their environs when winter struck. It would be nigh impossible to traverse the heights of the southern mountains and beat Kieren to the Rune if the Hammer fell into his possession, and Sorin now realized how important their success here was; everything hinged on discovering the whereabouts of the Hammer.

The captors moved down into the valley and onto a wide stretch of road that weaved through rough wilderness. The road was hard-packed dirt, compressed by centuries of use, and surprisingly, the deluge of the day had not produced much mud. Artiq continued to fight, taking the emphasis of the watchful soldiers off Sorin and the company. The smells of rich, wet soil, damp vegetation, and seasonal rot accosted the senses. Creek and the rest of their horses were somewhere behind. Sorin hoped his trusty stallion was being well cared for.

It was nearing dusk when they passed the first standing building and entered the outer realm of Keslich ’Ur. The travelers were on the very bottom of the valley floor, and the castle loomed over them ahead, a sentry built to protect Blackrhein Reach against its enemies. As the group trudged ahead, more buildings and homes littered the sides of the road until they were spread out as far as the eye could see.

Men and women passed by the captives and the soldiers, the denizens of Keslich ’Ur living their lives as best they could. They were poor and haggard, the hardship of living in a harsh land evident at the corners of their eyes and in their glances. The sounds of children giggling at play nearby broke the grim existence Sorin observed. These people did not look on the Kingdom captives with anger or disdain or judgment—only shock that changed to curiosity at the appearance of the Giant. Then Sorin understood; he saw it was the soldiers the populace of Keslich ’Ur was fearful of. These people—the hardworking classes—were not the enemy Sorin had imagined; they could have been taken straight from any number of towns in the Kingdom, and no one would have been the wiser.

The buildings were the same as they were in Aris Shae—some well maintained and others fallen into disrepair long before. Businesses of all kinds, craftsmen of all manner of occupations, filled the streets and buildings with their ability and wares. But amidst the standard businesses were some Sorin did not know—ventures devoted to the organic needs of the pagan religion Blackrhein Reach practiced. It used the land as the source of its power, and the people of Keslich ’Ur were no different; they required supplies to enact their pagan rites. From what his mother had said, many beyond the Kingdom embraced witchcraeft but only those who desired power used it for ill. Just as there were zealots and fanatics in the Godwyn faith, so too were there pagans who took their religion to a dark place. Commerce, it seemed, did not care about such trivialities and would make money on any customer.

Sorin treaded up the slope to meet the fortifications of Keslich ’Ur, the black stone pitted from centuries of exposure to ice, wind, and unforgiving winter. From a distance, it had looked as though the city’s populace had pushed right up against the wall, but that was not true. A wide ring of safety—a giant swath of trodden grass, cobbled stone pavilions, and mud—separated the castle’s wall from the buildings of the city. A series of barracks stood along the periphery of the buildings, flags of all colors acknowledging their house and who was in command. It was an overwhelming scene to view, and hearkened terrible things for the future of the Kingdom.

Within the space were thousands of soldiers—cooking, training, fighting, gambling, or chatting as the day winded down to its darkened companion. Since the rain had finally abated altogether, most of the men were outside after being cramped in their barracks for the day. When the first of them saw the struggling Artiq, they all looked at the magnificent animal with curiosity. It quickly changed to angry stares and dark murmurs when they saw Relnyn.

The sight of so many armed men overwhelmed Sorin. He turned to Thomas. “If the winter comes early, then the Kingdom is safe for a while.”

Thomas trudged ahead. “Yes. At least for this winter alone, it is. When spring comes, that will be another matter entirely I am afraid. This is a large group of men—we cannot even see how many are out of sight around the circle of the wall. It will undoubtedly be used to mount an assault on the Kingdom the likes no one has ever seen. It is as Nialls and Dendreth feared.”

“Is there any way to get this information to them?” Sorin whispered, feeling eyes swarm over him as he marched past.

Thomas shook his head. “If there is, I do not know it. You should be worrying about protecting your own hide, I think, rather than that of the Kingdom.”

The castle loomed over them, asserting its authority by sheer height and weight. And although the presence of so many soldiers denoted war, the doublewide gate to the castle was open, a gaping maw of shadow ready to swallow the Kingdom’s hope whole. The leader, still atop his wolf, rode confidently toward the portal and into the darkness behind the inner wall. Artiq whickered deep and resisted, but the will of the ropes held by dozens of men dragged him forward. Torches were being lit along the parameter of the wall, the flames brightening as the daylight waned.

The courtyard area within the wall was filled with giant boulders placed on pedestals as art and thin-leafed ancient maples already red with autumn’s arrival. From a square fountain in front of Sorin, the stone sculpture of a giant snarling wolf met the newcomers, water trickling from its dagger-sharp jaws like saliva. Beyond the imposing and fearsome display rose a staircase to the official entrance of the castle. Above the door, a circular stained glass window had gone dark with the coming of dusk but one could still discern the artistic rendition of a shrike in flight. The castle was carved from the living rock of the mountainside, and several doorways cut into its natural base and disappeared. Despite the dismal scene, evening larks and sparrows twittered somewhere in the towers above them, their lively music an affront to the gathering hordes of men.

Artiq was being pulled away from the group toward a series of tall cages. The pens were huge, built from thick iron bars capable of fully securing an animal as large as the great horse. Wolves, similar to the ones Sorin had seen ridden, paced within the cages at the sight of Artiq, their eyes gleaming with predatory hunger in the gloaming light of the sky.

“That unnatural beast will never know rest in that pen. If it even sleeps,” the leader commented as he dismounted. With a grin that lacked humor, he turned to the multitude of stairs entering the castle.

The remaining soldiers pushed the captives to follow.

* * * * *

When Sorin stepped into the main hall of the Woman King’s domain and drew its air into his nostrils, he sensed for the first time how ancient the monarchy that had ruled Blackrhein Reach was. Smokeless torches in finely-wrought sconces illuminated three richly-colored tapestries hanging from the ceiling and depicting various scenes from the realm’s history. Two suits of armor stood to either side of a staircase, silent sentinels ever-watchful of those who walked into their midst. In the center of the room was a round marble table with a vase holding many long-stemmed red roses that were fully bloomed. No furniture of any kind filled the room, as though passing through the entry hall to other endeavors was the reason for its creation.

Amidst the dust-free world, a presence—one of patient permanence—pervaded the stone and gave life to the knowledge Sorin had entered a place with old bloodlines and older animosity toward the Kingdom. Here he was the embodiment of all the Reach despised.

The leader took the captives through the hall and into a series of wide, stone corridors, weaving deeper into the castle, their footfalls echoing urgency. Guards were not the only residents Sorin noticed; well-dressed men and women wandered the halls on errands of their own, and servants moved quickly with their responsibilities at hand. The castle was a thriving, living thing, made that way by the various souls who inhabited it.

They soon came to a large, open doorway. Stepping through, the doors closed behind them with a cavernous boom.

The Woman King sat on a throne of black marble, awaiting them.

Cwen Errich was strikingly beautiful, with pale alabaster skin over a sharp nose and prominent cheekbones, but behind her green eyes an unquenchable anger burned as she viewed the captives. She wore black pants and a black shirt with sleeves rolled up to her forearms, and chain mail hugged her chest for protection with a circular silver plate etched with the emblem of a wolf welded over her heart. The light of the candles and torches in the room glimmered off her throne, giving her the appearance of sitting on flame. Supple, calf-high boots unmarred by dirt matched her dark wardrobe. The manner of her appearance was simple, but the thin, ruby-studded circlet of silver sitting atop her red hair denoted her absolute authority. She was no longer a queen; with the death of her husband, she had become something more.

To the Woman King’s right, a big man stood with arms crossed, watching the group as it approached the throne. Burn scars—still pink, waxy, and fresh—stood out on his face and neck, a misshapen countenance of ruined flesh covering half of his face. Besides the guards, the rest of the room was empty.

Sorin’s red-haired captor bowed low and spoke to the woman in the guttural language Sorin did not understand. He spoke at great length, and when he was finished her green eyes flashed at the captives. The rider then moved to stand to the left of the throne.

“What are you doing here in my lands?” she asked, coldness emanating with each accented word she spoke.

Relnyn towered inside the room, but his countenance remained fixed to the floor. The rest of them did the same. None of the company spoke; there was nothing for them to say.

Cwen Errich was not impressed. “I’ll tell you what you are doing here then. You are here to kill me.”

Thomas looked up, his cold blue eyes matching the fire of her fury. “That was not our intention, and anyone who advises you of that is mistaken. We are merely travelers looking for an item that has been stolen.”

“You lie!” Rage filled her voice. “You are the third to have tried and failed.”

“There has been no attempt by us,” Thomas stated.

“Really, Kingdom man?” Cwen shot back, suddenly standing, her fury evident in every line of her body. “Rillian, bring him in.”

The disfigured man left the room through a side door and returned with the sniveling, bloody form of Henrik Mattah.

The spy had been beaten severely; both of his eyes were slits through swelling, and purple bruises covered his flesh. Dark blood crusted his head and matted his hair while cracks in his lips continued to bleed crimson. The spy’s hands were bound, and Henrik whimpered under his breath. The man had taken all the pain he could; he barely even breathed. Anger filled Sorin. They had gotten Henrik into this, and now it was him who suffered.

Rillian dropped the cringing man at the Woman King’s feet.

“This one has refused to speak,” Cwen said, gesturing at the man’s skull with her fist. “Rillian has informed me the man was once a chef in my very own kitchens, a spy sent to infiltrate my home. My home!” she screamed. “After the first attempt on my life two weeks ago, Rillian thought it wise to sweep the entire castle and remove those who were suspect while keeping watch on them. The man cowering at my feet right now was one of them. I find it ironic he is the one who led us to you. Now you all will know the ramifications of assassinating a king of the Reach, and what it means to fail an attempt on his widow.”

“We are not responsible for the attempt on your life,” Thomas reasserted, his voice gaining an authoritative quality Sorin had not heard before. “There are other forces at work right now in the world—those that desire chaos. Your death would supply that.”

The Woman King squinted at the old man. “You know more than you are telling me. This man will die by your decision to share with me or not what you know. Choose wisely.”

Thomas strained against his bonds, clearly wanting to attack the woman, but they held true. He remained silent. Henrik Mattah seemed unaware of what was happening.

“Very well,” she said, stepping back from Henrik. “Rillian.”

The scarred man stepped forward and in one, fluid motion produced a knife from the air and placed it on the spy’s throat.

“Wait,” Sorin screamed.

“Boy,” Thomas growled, straining in his bonds.

“You spoke of something that had been stolen,” Cwen Errich said as though nothing had happened. “What?”

“It is a weapon,” Thomas answered, taking the woman’s attention away from Sorin.

“So you come from Godwyn Keep then,” she said. “I should have known the Kingdom and that sniveling High King of yours would never be so bold as to send spies into my midst. If that is the case, Rillian here—my Low Hunter—has much to hate you for. It was a priest of your sad religion that wounded him and left him to burn. The religion you hold all faiths to is weaker than I thought. Was this item important for your plans to attack the Reach? Is it as powerful as my witches and warlocks tell me? It must be if you have risked everything to gain it back.”

“I hold to no faith,” Thomas grated to her. “And I’ve no love for the High King. But the Hammer you possess is to be used as a weapon against us all, and it is not safe—”

“I have spies too, old man,” she cut him off with her rage, cleaving the air with words. “I know there is more going on here than what appears on the surface. I did not believe at first, but one of my warlock advisors ferreted out the possibility of your little foray into the Reach. Spies, he said, would not stop and here you are, come to my doorstep. He even oracled the appearance of the devil horse and how to capture it. It wasn’t a matter of how or why but when. It seems you are speaking from a wholly weak position, and weakness should be driven before the whip of superiority.”

She spoke of Artiq. Somehow she knew about the horse but did not realize the import of what the animal represented. The Reach and its pagan warlocks and witches would not be privy to the doctrine of Godwyn Keep, and even if they were, knowledge of the horse was not easy to come by. He hoped Artiq could escape his prison and free himself of Keslich ’Ur; there was no reason for the beast to suffer.

“You would begin a war with the Kingdom out of spite?” Thomas asked.

“Spite,” she laughed coldly. “I don’t take this lightly. Beginning a war from the seeds of discovered espionage is not enough, although I am furious at the attempts on my life. No, I do this for another cause, another reason. I do this out of protection. My husband is dead. I have become a prisoner in my own home to protect my only child and heir to the throne. To end the threat at its source is to end the threat to my son, my people, and myself. I do this because it is necessary. I do this for the honor of my deceased ancestors who fought and died as we were pushed from our Lowland homeland. With the Hammer leading the clans of my people, the Kingdom will finally know what it means to be on the losing side of a usurpation of power.”

“It is not a reason as noble as honor you do this. You do this for revenge,” Thomas growled, unwilling to back down from his captor. “A revenge that is ill-kept, a revenge that will kill thousands and thousands of innocent people and drown the world in darkness.”

She hit Thomas with her free hand with such force it whipped the old man’s head around. “It will be my darkness. Who are you, old man, to believe you know me?”

Thomas ran his tongue over his bleeding lip and spit upon her floor but remained silent.

The Woman King was about to strike him again when a smooth, deep voice behind Sorin said, “He is what is best in men turned sour, Your Majesty.”

Cwen Errich looked up and beyond her captives to the back of the room, the knuckles of her fist still white with rage.

A hooded figure strolled into their midst like an ink stain given sentient life, his confident footfalls silent as he moved past the guards to stand before the captives. Even in the presence of the Woman King, the man drew all the room’s attention to himself as though he were the most important person in the world. Power radiated from him, but it was subtle—held for readiness in the precision of each step, every swing of his arm, and every movement of his cloak’s cloth. It could be unleashed with the flick of the man’s thoughts. The guards leaned away from him as he passed, the light of the room failed to penetrate his cowl entirely, and the scent of summer breeze accompanied the flutter of his cloak as though the wind was his to control. His voice possessed the same accent as the Woman King and her wolf rider, but he was comfortable with it in a way the others were not.

Rillian was impassive; the wolf rider stood still. The Woman King lost some of her charisma but did not back away from Thomas or the spy, as if holding her ground against a gathered storm. The man who entered commanded respect and displayed authority even over the royalty of Blackrhein Reach.

Although Sorin had not been paying attention to the rear of the room, he had not heard the door to the throne room open or close again.

“He believes he knows you because he once lost much and has become intimate with the sweet taste of his own desire for revenge,” the cloaked man continued, lowering his cowl to reveal a mess of shaggy, black hair that shimmered blue like raven’s feathers. “He will meet it again all too well in the dungeons below when his torture begins.”

“Do not presume to know what this man’s fate is,” the Woman King said. “You come when you are not called.”

“I come when I am needed, Your Liege,” the man said as he bowed low, his pale, youthful face beardless and smooth, but carrying the weight of ages in its strong lines. “This is the group I spoke of. They match the description in the stars and the lay of the land. They have come to destroy you, of that I am certain, and they should be dealt with in the most cruel way imaginable, Your Highness.”

The man turned to look at the Kingdom’s captives and immediately gazed upon Sorin. A dead quality shone from the pits of the figure’s black eyes. They were snake eyes—cold and calculating—and they held Sorin firmly in place as they probed him. He was trapped. His soul exposed and bare before the warlock’s penetrating stare, he was powerless to protect his secrets. Whereas the past that haunted Thomas floated around him and represented his frailty as a human being, the Woman King’s advisor had been stripped of his humanity and was left a shell—a void needing to spread to the entire world and consume it in darkness.

When the man finally looked away, Sorin was once again free.

“Death follows the Hammer, Cwen Errich,” Thomas continued, ignoring the warlock who had come into the room. “You know what it is and how it came to be—death surrounds it. You are being used as a pawn in a much larger game with direr consequences than you know.”

She smiled without warmth. “I command here. As long as the Hammer is in my able possession then the only destruction to come of it will be by my own hand. It will push a force from my ancestor’s Lowlands and help me reclaim my son’s blood right. It will be yours and the Kingdom’s destruction that is met.”

Thomas could not elaborate more on what the Hammer was capable of doing—to do so would be to endanger the Rune to the hand of Blackrhein Reach. If the Woman King knew all she needed to do was destroy the Rune to end the reign of Godwyn Keep in the Lowlands and shift the power to the pagans of the Reach, she would have conquered the Clennick Mountains, used all resources in her power to find the Rune, and then imbalanced the power structure of the two kingdoms to her favor with the Hammer. Thomas would have to convince the Woman King somehow that the Hammer was detrimental to both of their worlds.

Cwen Errich seemed to suddenly realized there were other people in the room aside from the old knight. Her green eyes skimmed over the Giant and then settled on Sorin.

“And why are you here with a boy?” she asked. “The Giant I can understand, but a boy barely come to manhood? What trick is this?”

Before Sorin or Thomas could reply, the warlock stepped forward. “The boy is more than you know, Your Majesty. He is…unique. I have seen it. Do not be rash with him—he may still have great value to us. He should not be permanently harmed. After all, if the old man won’t share his information with us, the boy may be our best chance to learn where the threat against your family was born and when the next attempt may happen.”

“Lin,” Cwen Errich said, and the wolf rider came to her side.

She looked Sorin over, and her interest bore into him. “There is a light in his green eyes that I can’t quite place. He knows much.” She grabbed him roughly and turned around to view his hands. “You have laborers’ hands, and the burns and scars you possess name you a blacksmith. What is your reason for being here?”

Sorin did not answer and prepared for the inevitable.

“If your companion will not divulge his secrets to me, then I will beat it out of you,” she said. Lin kicked Sorin to the ground. He fell hard, a fire igniting in his shoulder as it struck the stone floor. He grimaced but made no sound.

Relnyn strained in his bonds, but they did not budge. The guards squeezed closer to the Giant with spearheads glinting in the torchlight as they moved to a handwidth from Relnyn’s neck. Tem turned away. Thomas’s eyes burned with anger, but he too remained silent.

“It matters not,” the Woman King said as she moved toward her throne. “Soon you will feel my wrath, and in time so will your countrymen. Rillian. Lin. Take them to the dungeons.” She paused. “And kill the spy. With his Godwyn training, he will give us nothing.”

The company was forced from the room. As they left through the doorway, Sorin turned back to glance at the man who had doomed them.

The warlock grinned as he stepped up to Henrik Mattah, his black eyes promising death.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 32


 


A new day was dawning outside the Pontiff’s chambers, the warm golden light pushing aside the last of the blustery gloom from the previous day’s broken summer storm, but Pontiff Erol Tal was already awake and leveraging his resources for the campaign to come. Birdsong flew into his open windows, accompanying the morning and all of its possibilities, but his own thoughts drowned it out. Erol had much to plan for, and the morning’s wonders could not help him in his pursuit for a unified and strong Kingdom of faith.

He sat at his desk in the office of his private chambers, looking over the correspondence and news that had arrived in the middle of the night from all over the Kingdom. There was nothing important enough to have woken him—all except one message that had immediately begun his day on a sour note. In the couple days since being appointed, Erol had learned quickly that much of his new role required patience to oversee the bureaucratic nonsense streaming onto his desk and into his life.

Most were issues for the Council and the Bishops to consider. Patience he had, but time he did not, and although he had known his life would change—and he had been willing to take the negative with the positive—some of the duties were below him.

But there was no one else who could solve this message’s problem.

He had spent the last several days in individual meetings with each Council member to bolster their commitment to him and his new tenure. It had mostly gone well. Pontifices Cyrus de Lille and Valerie Reu were already on his side, and their meetings were for appearances. The others did not go as well, although no one showed him disrespect. Merian Aron and Geoffrey Lonoth had expressed misgivings over the conflict that had arisen in the Kingdom and about the Council’s lack of direction, but that, Erol promised, would soon be remedied.

Dendreth had also met with Erol. Although the ancient Pontifex had given his fealty, he lacked the conviction Erol craved, and again he wondered what Dendreth was up to.

The Pontiff reexamined the note. The old Pontifex had left Godwyn Keep once more, called on by the High King for purposes unclear, this time sailing from the Keep. It bothered Erol that the West Sea’s Pontifex had taken his own leave with so much yet to do, but it was no easy task going against the will of the authority of the Kingdom either.

High King Nialls Chagne. He was a problem for the Pontiff and his plans. Erol had no desire for the throne; it involved a level of complexity that often weighed down any possibility for progress. The High King was mired in bureaucracy deeper than Erol was, unable to produce change at a quick rate, and that did not interest him. Religion gave control; it pervaded people’s lives with governance over their daily activity.

But he also needed a High King who was willing to lead with strength, vision, and certainty—to protect his Kingdom from the hate and tyranny that rose about them. From what Erol knew of him, Nialls simply did not possess those attributes. The High King chose diplomatic recourse and open communication when the sword should have been his answer. A threat like that which stirred in La Zandia did not answer to political assurances; it responded to stern commanders, battalions of warden, and the weapons they carried.

In the last few evenings, Erol had walked the numerous hallways of the Keep, visiting those who were in the Seven Libraries, watching the last warden training sessions of the day in the Courtyard, making his presence known and his wish to know everyone better. The people of the Keep had to see him—had to know he was there, a real person, and not a Pontiff that separated himself from his constituents. In that knowledge they would follow him anywhere out of respect. Erol was not one to lose, and once he garnered the reverence he needed he would begin orchestrating—slowly at first—the changes he had in mind to strengthen Godwyn Keep’s influence across the Kingdom.

And his influence would spread eventually beyond the Kingdom.

For now, life went on much as it had for centuries, and Erol knew not to disturb it with wild proclamations and tidings of war. Instead, he would let the High King do that. The land would believe the High King was responsible for the war, and once the campaign began, Erol knew it would be he and his priests who would save the day in the battle of La Zandia.

Erol was finishing his last reply to his stack of messages when a knock came at his door. “Enter,” he uttered.

High Captain Rook entered the room, dressed in his customary Ward garb.

“Take a seat, Rook,” Erol greeted, motioning to one of the chairs. “I’ve limited time today, and you were the first on my agenda.”

The High Captain of Godwyn Keep sat, his movements fluid and purposeful. “What do you need of me, Your Grace?”

Erol straightened his desktop. “Later this morning, I travel to Aris Shae at the summons of the throne to discuss the expanding threat of the Marcher Lord in La Zandia. The High King and his First Warden will be conducting the first war council of the Kingdom in more than a century.”

“It is a council with wise advisors then,” the High Captain said. “I trust the First Warden with my life.”

“I have been asked to implement ideas to overcome the pagan madness that has flared to life,” Erol replied. “Eventually, despite the Kingdom’s efforts to neutralize the threat through diplomatic reasoning, war will come and we must be ready.”

“Terrible tidings, Your Grace.”

“Evil tidings, Rook. Evil,” Erol corrected. “The faith of Godwyn Keep will be present in the southern province for two reasons—one, there is no defense to the pagan’s witchcraeft other than our faith and power in the All Father and, two, once Laver Herid is quelled and his rebellion ended, it will be our role to convert their passions to that of Godwyn. These are very important issues, but they are also delicate matters; it is important to be assertive with La Zandia without leaving our own home destitute of defensive measures.”

“You wish to know what the Keep’s standing ranks are and the logistics of what I can promise you in the advent of war?” Rook asked, his brown eyes unwavering.

Erol nodded. The High Captain was direct and to the point; Erol liked that about Rook.

Rook took a moment. “I believe it will be a contingent built solely around the warden. Those in the south and east have never favored the Feyr, and I’d rather remove them from the conflict altogether as they would—through no fault of their own—end up being a disruptive presence. Old animosities die hard, I am afraid. Twelve hundred warden will answer your needs, and Pontifex Aron can supply the proper amount of trained clerics to reinforce and protect the warden from the magic of the pagans.”

It was what Erol was hoping for—just enough to look like Godwyn Keep was sincere about its involvement without compromising the Keep’s defense. Several thousand people lived within the walls of the Keep at all times—mostly students who would never join the ranks of the church but would return home to share their knowledge—and that meant Erol was responsible for the well-being of the sons and daughters of the Kingdom. In his new role, he had to protect Godwyn Keep’s image as well as Godwyn Keep itself.

“I’m assuming I will be attending you and Godwyn’s force in La Zandia, Your Grace?” Rook offered.

Good, Erol thought. Rook’s already proving to be an asset. “Do you have a good choice to command Godwyn Keep’s forces who shall remain here?”

“I do. Commander Starnes is more than adequate to oversee the Keep’s defenses. He has the respect of the warden and feyr’im, but most importantly, he has my approval.”

“That in itself is enough, Rook.”

Erol thought back to the night before he had been elected Pontiff. It had unnerved Erol that the Marcher Lord’s spy had entered the Keep so freely and his worry had grown. Godwyn Keep had to be protected—not only in a time of war from the sword and the axe but from witchcraeft as well. Leaving a strong contingent of soldiers and clerics behind in the event of an unforeseen attack on the Keep was one of Erol’s top priorities.

“Not to be so bold, Pontiff Erol, but how much longer can the Kingdom wait before we lose those who still abide by Godwyn faith in that province? News and rumors arrive to the Keep daily about the conflict in the south. Do you feel it will come to war?”

“To protect our interests here in the Kingdom, I believe it will, Rook. The Marcher Lord has already proven himself to be an adversary of cunning; he stems from a family bloodline that has been a thorn in the Kingdom’s side for all time. I think eventually the High King will come to this realization and put an end to Herid’s uprising.”

“Do you know what we are up against?” Rook asked. “Pagan magic is a strong power.”

“I do not know what exactly we are up against,” Erol stretched the truth. “Rumors are a terrible way to get to the truth. The Marcher Lord has a group of Witches with him that never leaves his side that I know of. Pontifex Aron will have to pick wisely those clerics who will stand opposite the forces of the Marcher Lord and see his servants’ pagan power nullified. Other than that, I know not. I’m hoping to learn more today.”

Erol stood and escorted the High Captain to the door. “Is there anything I can do for you in the meantime, Rook?”

The High Captain shook his head. “Not at the moment. It seems the majority of what could be done has been taking place in the Courtyard every day. The Keep’s forces are prepared for the worst, Your Grace. They will follow you and the Kingdom into eternal fire to keep our faith safe.”

“Let’s hope it does not come to that,” Erol said, squeezing his sparring partner’s shoulder for emphasis. “I want you to prepare those warden you deem fit for this venture. You know better than anyone what is needed. When I return, I will sign the proper documentation to use Godwyn Keep resources to raise the army we need. I will not do so until I speak to the High King—perhaps he has a better solution. The Council will be ready to take action as well. I pray the High King can end the threat by the pen, but the realist in me knows that will not happen, and it is best we are prepared and prepared early.”

He thought of his family, dead all those decades past by pagan hands. To honor their loss was to prevent something similar from ever happening to anyone again.

“All of those hours sparring with you, my friend, may make a huge difference in the days to come, and the friendship we share may be the very thing to keep us safe,” Erol finished.

“Hopefully this time you will beat your opponent fairly.”

Erol did not say anything; he did not have to.

* * * * *

The trip to Aris Shae was steady and uneventful. There was a change on the air, a softening to summer’s brutal heat that pervaded the land and loosened its stranglehold. Autumn was approaching like a shifting ache from an old injury. Soon winter would be upon them.

A dozen Wards Rook had hand selected as the Pontiff’s Aegis Guard—clerics taught by Pontifex Aron and trained by the High Captain as soldiers—surrounded him in a protective ring of lightweight, silver armor, shining weapons, and red capes snapping in the wind of their passing. The Aegis Guard would not leave Erol’s side until he was safely within the walls of Aris Shae. The Pontiff liked having the Guard with him; they were a decoration to his person and highlighted his entrance into the capital city, making the populace aware of his arrival.

The enormous city grew larger as they approached at a steady canter from the west, the shadowy sprawl of Dockside at the foot of the Kingdom’s jewel a stain filled with much of the evil that could spring from hearts of men. Somewhere in the midst of Dockside and Aris Shae, the Watchman orchestrated the balance between the powers of the Kingdom for his own profit. Thinking about the Feyr brought a dirty grit to the Pontiff’s mouth; Erol had heard no news of an attempt on the Woman King’s life, and he grew increasingly impatient.

Then again, the Watchman and his other two brethren should have been able to end the dispute in La Zandia. But if Laver Herid had removed all people he did not trust and his Witches tested the rest, no spy or assassin could get close enough to him to end the Marcher Lord’s life and restore balance to the Kingdom. As Erol had planned, it would have to be done with the might of the Kingdom behind his back, and that suited the new Pontiff perfectly.

Erol was still annoyed by the Watchman’s inability to end the reign of the vengeful Cwen Errich. Perhaps the three Watchmen were not as powerful as Erol had suspected.

His party rode through the West Gate of the capital city, through its myriad twists and turns of rising streets, toward the palace and its beautiful spires of glowing white stone. Aris Shae was an amazing city, especially given its history; two millennia before, nothing had existed on the site where the city now stood. It had been a hillside of green grass and grazing sheep with a fishing village its only form of civilization where Dockside now met the Bay of Reverence. It had been a hidden corner in the Blackrhein Empire.

But that had quickly changed with the coming of the Wrathful’s army. With the Giant horde seeking to destroy the last remnants of the fleeing Feyr nation and the Empire already fled into its Reach, the world had transformed dramatically. Now the city was the focal point for the Kingdom, and no pagan army would change that.

Riding into the gates of the royal compound and leaving all but two of his retinue to the barracks, Erol strode into the depths of the palace with the Chancellor of Aris Shae, Luc Chiret, at his front and the Aegis Guards at his rear. Luc was a thin man with long limbs and a quick smile, his receding hairline the only tell of his advancing age. For three generations, the Chiret family had overseen the arrival of visitors to the palace of Aris Shae and maintained the elegant splendor of what it meant to visit the capital’s palace. Erol also imagined the man was privy to many of the secrets the royal family possessed and preferred well hidden.

Luc wove through the dizzying array of corridors to a small room with a wide oak desk centered amidst walls lined with books and maps. A musty smell met Erol’s senses; the room was not used often. Two chairs were pushed near the desk and a larger chair faced them from across the desktop while aged maps littered the top of the table, some rolled and others flattened from use. The only door to the room was the one he had entered through. The room was wholly functional for discussion and privacy; it was a place meant for secrets.

“Your Grace,” Luc said while pulling a chair free from the desk. “The High King regrets he could not greet you in person, and First Warden Rowen will be joining you very shortly. Do you care for refreshment of any kind?”

“I do not, Luc, but thank you kindly for the offer,” Erol said, finding it difficult to keep the impatience from his voice. “How long will the High King be?”

“The High King is currently with the royal prince, overseeing the final ministrations of the move from Godwyn Keep to the palace, Your Grace. His Majesty will be with you as soon as he can.” The Chancellor bowed and then left the Pontiff alone with his thoughts.

Erol sat and waited. Nialls had decided to move his son from the caring confines of the Keep back to his home, an attempt to wake him through familiar surroundings. It would be a futile attempt by a desperate man. If the healers of Godwyn Keep could not resuscitate the prince, no one could. But the High King was still young enough to wed anew and father children, and the Pontiff hoped in time that would be the case; a strong Kingdom needed a strong family at its core.

First Warden Rowen entered the room soon after Luc Chiret left, his chiseled face and brusque features denoting a military man of stature. “Greetings, Your Grace,” Rowen said, bowing. “Congratulations. I trust your short journey was comfortable.”

“It was, Rowen, thank you,” the Pontiff said, offering the other chair to the First Warden. “From what I understand, we will not have to wait long.”

“The High King will join us when he is ready,” Rowen said. As he sat down in the chair beside the Pontiff, a glimmer of silver from Rowen’s hip caught the orb light. Erol looked closer.

It was a long sword so exquisitely made, Erol could not help but stare. The pommel was circular and silver, leading smoothly into a grip laid in silver filigree over burnished metal. At the center of the silver crossguard was a diamond-shaped ruby, and around the jewel silver flames leapt out along the guard. The ruby glowed, bringing the flames alive with their own crimson light. Erol had never seen such a sword, but he knew what it was.

It was Durendal, the First Warden’s sword, created by the Master Blacksmith Roland Solson long ago and given to the esteemed position to defend the Kingdom with its steel. No one had seen the sword for more than a decade; it had disappeared with Rowen’s brother, Thomas, when the older brother had left his position following the death of his family.

But if Rowen had it that meant it had been returned. Thomas had been lost to the world for as long as the sword had been. There was more happening in Aris Shae than Erol had given the High King credit for, it seemed.

“How are things progressing in La Zandia?” Erol asked, meeting the First Warden’s gaze.

Rowen sat straight. “The Kingdom forces have been staged to take advantage of whatever transpires between the High King and this self-named Marcher Lord. The Kingdom is as safe as I can make it from the province itself, but every day more and more of La Zandia’s populace join with Laver Herid and his rebellion. I fear it will become bloody if we do not do something about it soon.”

“Undoubtedly if it comes to that, the Kingdom forces under your command will require the aid of Godwyn Keep in maintaining the defense. What do you feel is the proper course of action to be taken? Is war imminent?”

“That is not up to me to decide, Your Grace,” Rowen said, noncommittal. “I know the High King weighs many things before he makes a decision of this magnitude.”

Erol paused. Rowen had become a better diplomat than the Pontiff realized. “I meant no disrespect to you, Rowen,” Erol said silkily. “I only yearn to assess the needs of our people and save them from unneeded suffering. By coming here today, I hoped to learn more than I know.”

“My allegiance is to the High King and to the Kingdom,” Rowen replied, his gray eyes flashing. “You will have your questions answered when the High King joins us. We have much planning still to do. What Godwyn Keep does, I would imagine, will be determined by the needs of the High King and the All Father.”

“I am the spiritual leader of those souls in La Zandia,” the Pontiff said, reminding Rowen of his new mantle. “The All Father’s children are dying at murderous pagan hands. That is the most important element to all of this. You have the ear of the High King. He listens to your counsel. You have been to La Zandia; you know what it is we face. What are your feelings on the military application of the Kingdom’s forces currently?”

“What I feel has little consequence on the outcome, Pontiff Erol,” Rowen replied firmly. “I have given my advice to the High King, and it is his decision to escalate our containment of the province to war.” 

“Surely, you must want to end this as quickly as I do, Rowen. To delay costs us lives.”

“What I want is irrelevant. I advise. No more, no less.” Rowen added with a sharp tone as an afterthought, “Your Grace.”

Erol held his tongue, reading the First Warden. The animosity the First Warden had was the kind born of inaction. Rowen was as upset about the manner in which the High King was handling the affair as Erol was, and that would work to his advantage quite nicely when time came to move wards and priests into the province of La Zandia. Better yet, behind closed doors and alone with the High King, the First Warden would genuinely stress the need to act because his feelings on the matter had been mirrored by Erol. If all went well, this would be over soon.

And with some help, Blackrhein Reach would be receiving a nasty surprise any day.

High King Nialls Chagne entered the room then, a dark storm within his eyes. He looked tired, as though his sleep had been plagued with the same demons haunting Erol’s dreams, but strength still radiated from him. Regardless of how life had beaten the High King down, Nialls still had a glowing ember of vitality within.

“Your Grace,” the High King said as he bowed slightly to the new Pontiff. “I hope your trip here today is not an inconvenience in these trying times for Godwyn Keep.”

“It is not, Your Majesty,” Erol said, standing to bow only to sit just as quickly. “Your household has been gracious. I pray the royal prince is resting well?”

“As well as can be expected,” Nialls replied, moving around the edge of the desk and sitting down. “Other than this Kingdom, he is all I have left now.”

Erol nodded gravely. Rowen sat motionless in his seat.

The High King straightened the maps on the desk as a precursor. “I have asked you both here to discuss—in private, away from your personal advisors—the necessary means by which we can reunify the province of La Zandia with that of the Kingdom.”

The Pontiff folded his hands in his lap. “I suppose that question depends on where you are at in your diplomatic efforts with the Marcher Lord, Your Majesty.”

“I have not heard back in regards to my last proposal sent to Laver Herid. If he truly desires war, every moment given him freely creates a foe that much stronger. I cannot allow that to happen, obviously, but I hesitate ordering a war that would kill thousands.”

“Nothing is going to change what is happening there,” Rowen said, tapping his forefinger lightly on the desk in emphasis. “For now, the border is secure and the immediate Kingdom is safe. For how long, though? As you said, the longer we wait, the more time is given to our enemy consolidating his power.”

“Other than war, what other course do we have?” Nialls asked.

“From the beginning I have advocated action, Majesty,” Erol stated, thinking of Bishop Arvus. “I sent Godwyn resources there immediately to help contain the unrest. It wasn’t enough to make a substantial difference. If I may speak freely, how long are you willing to receive letters and communication before the Marcher Lord himself is knocking on the wall of Aris Shae with witchcraeft at his back?”

The High King simply sighed. “That is why I asked you here today, Pontiff Erol. There are elements to this I doubt either of you know that sway my decisions and prevent me from doing the obvious. There is more going on here than what lies on the surface. I was hoping for other recourses the Kingdom may take.”

“Does any of that have to do with the absence of Pontifex Charl?”

Nialls sat unmoving. “I intend no disrespect, Your Grace, but there are events transpiring in the Kingdom I cannot yet discuss—at least, I haven’t made up my mind to do so here today. In time, depending on how this meeting goes, perhaps I will elaborate for you where the Pontifex has gone and what he does for the Kingdom and Godwyn Keep.”

“With respect, Your Majesty, I am Pontiff of Godwyn Keep. Pontifex Charl is under my direction just as he is yours.”

The High King stared at Erol, cold appraisal and scrutiny in his eyes. Tension developed in the air.

The Kingdom’s liege stood and walked to one of the shelves as if to grab a book, his hands tightly wound behind his back. He reached for nothing, and instead turned to face Erol and Rowen. “I won’t go into details, but Pontifex Dendreth Charl has learned much while away from Godwyn Keep. First, he discovered on Westor in the library of Memoria the existence of an ancient Codex different from the one you and the Kingdom are familiar with.”

“Different in what way?” Erol questioned, stunned by this revelation.

“Different in that the edition Dendreth found seems to be complete.”

“That’s blasphemy!” Erol could hardly contain himself.

The High King nodded nonplussed as if it he had heard it all before. “And correct you might be. But within the pages of the book, the Pontifex discerned an expanded Book of Iorek. The additional revelations within it complete the work as if it had never been written by, what we tend to think of, a madman. Dendreth analyzed the two editions. There is no doubt to their authenticity in my mind. Using the Book as his guide, the Pontifex guessed the stolen Hammer of Aerom is to be used against the Rune of Aerilonoth, effectively destroying Godwyn’s ability to use prayer to raise power from the All Father for the intention of Good in this world.”

Erol’s mind swirled with what the High King was saying. Dendreth was the most scholarly of the Council members. He was old and an idealist, yes; but a fool, no. If he had truly discovered what Nialls suggested and had endorsed it, there was a good chance it was true. Now it seemed the Fell Hammer of Aerom had been stolen for darker purposes and was to be used against the very faith that had indirectly sprung from its initial use.

“I have so many questions. It’s hard to believe. Where’s the book now?” Erol asked.

“It is safe, and I will not show it to you. Not now, at least. You do not refute what Dendreth discovered, Your Grace, and in that you have wisdom,” the High King continued, sitting down once more behind his desk. “The Hammer changes everything. It is for that reason I do not run to battle the threat in La Zandia; perhaps the threat will come from Blackrhein Reach—where we believe the Hammer to be—where the Rune of Aerilonoth resides. I cannot authorize Kingdom force against La Zandia when a strike may be made from the Reach.”

“Why was the Council not notified of this?” Erol surmised the answer already.

The High King shrugged. “There was and still could be a rogue element within the Keep who wants to see their own deeds done. Someone notified the Feyr of Dendreth’s whereabouts; someone may have even attempted to kill the Pontiff after his injury. Rather than tell the Council everything, I chose to wait and learn. No, La Zandia is just another string being pulled, and until I know who the puppet master is, I won’t go blindly into any affair without wisdom directing me there.”

“Dire times are truly upon us then,” Erol said noncommittally, thinking about his own role in all of this. The High King did not believe him to be a party to the attempt on Garethe’s life; otherwise Nialls would never have told Erol the truth. It gave the new Pontiff satisfaction, but that quickly changed to worry. If the High King suspected there was a sinister plot against the Kingdom, could Erol have been a part of that plot and not known? Was he a puppet master or a puppet?

“Now you know why I have been hesitant to act,” Nialls said. “I have no idea if I am playing into a larger scheme against the Kingdom and our very lives.”

“What of the Hammer and Blackrhein Reach, Your Majesty?” Erol asked.

The High King looked at Rowen. “I have dispatched a company to retrieve it at all costs. They have been gone several weeks now and must have crossed into the Reach by this time. By not hearing anything, I take that as a good sign.”

Nialls had been busy behind the scenes. Erol had to give him more respect.

“Which brings us once more to you being here,” said the High King. “Word reached me early from Rowen that the Marcher Lord has powerful people around him—witches and warlocks who use their pagan way of life to stir the blood of the people in the province. We know of three Witches and a mostly unseen man. The Witches remain a constant presence but this unknown man appears with Laver Herid and then vanishes for days or weeks. All of those loyal to the Kingdom in La Zandia have since been removed, and it has been difficult gathering information.

“It is the man who worries me,” Nialls continued with stern eyes. “He could be anyone. But whoever broke into Godwyn Keep knew its design, and Dendreth and I fear it may have been Kieren, the young man Pontiff Garethe once assumed could be the next messiah and yet seems to have left Godwyn Keep with evil in his heart.”

Erol had heard of Kieren in the past, rumors and nothing more. By the time Erol had joined the Keep as Pontifex, most people refused to talk about the boy, and Erol had found it difficult to learn much of anything. Some said he was the son of the All Father, come to take Aerom’s place and usher in a new era; some thought him a pagan worshiper who was forced from the Keep into a homeless life of roaming the Kingdom. But if what Nialls suggested was true, could the man Erol had been plotting with be Kieren?

Erol’s mind moved. The man did have access to the Marcher Lord, and he did leave his side often. If it was, Erol was in deeper than he imagined. He would not be able to acknowledge his involvement with Kieren as it would incriminate him by association. If he did, he would undoubtedly be stricken from his new position and lose all he had hoped to gain from his ascension. It could have serious ramifications.

“It is important for the safety of the Kingdom’s Warden to remove this unknown man and the Witches at all costs,” Erol said, keeping his voice steady. “It is their power the Kingdom and its warden must fear. The people of La Zandia are grape farmers and wine producers; they are no match for the seasoned Kingdom soldiers and their First Warden. Remove the Witches, their brethren, and this unknown man—if it even is Kieren—and you end the war.”

“His Grace is right, Your Majesty,” Rowen insisted.

“I see,” Nialls said. “Now that I have both of your attentions, let us speak to reclaiming La Zandia. There is much to plan. The worst scenario is if it is Kieren; I need to know how we can suppress and eventually subdue his power, as well as that of the others. I still hold to the hope of diplomacy, but we must be prepared for the worst.”

The worry Erol had was pushed aside. It was his time now.

The three men talked through the afternoon, and long into the night.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 33


 


When Pontifex Dendreth Charl moved from below deck and into the warm, salty air of the mid-afternoon, he shielded his eyes from the sun in hopes of viewing something other than the expansive, rolling waves of the last few days. The Sea Star cut a foamy swath through the blue like a knife through butter, its bulk gently rocking beneath him as the ship sped northward. The ship’s three masts and their canvas caught the wind, the rigging jingled and groaned with strain, and the dozen crew members followed their captain’s orders to exactness.

For Dendreth, it was now a familiar scene. The High King’s Wards tried to stay out of the crew’s way, the horses in the Sea Star’s hold were cared for and quieted, and the radiant sky spread to the rolling horizon with no indication of landfall in sight.

But all the while, he knew they would soon be to Falkind Island. To search for dragons.

The Pontifex moved to the railing, and the spray cooled his skin. Dendreth had not wanted to set foot on a boat again. His last experience had ended with Feyr guards chasing him and the shaft of an arrow sprouting from his thigh. The thigh still ached, even now, as though warning him an injury more dire could occur on this mission.

He understood the dilemma the High King faced and accepted the role he had been given—there were few people Nialls could trust, after all—but a part of him wished it had been someone younger. Although his mind was as sharp as any man, Dendreth recognized his own limitations and knew them to be the slow failing of his body. He was still tough but it was unraveling quicker each day. Riding once more on the Sea Star only reminded him of the frailness of his human form and the mortality that awaited him.

Although Dendreth did not want to be aboard a boat again, one part of him was happy for it; before the Sea Star had left Godwyn Keep’s naval docks, he could have sworn he had seen lithe, tall figures staring at him from the shadowed rocks of the peninsula’s coast, their cloaked forms watching as Captain Moris’s ship broke from port. Even now, after having time to mull it over, Dendreth knew with certainty who they had been and why they were following him. Feyr. It appeared as though Ambassador Mikel had not given up his search for the Pontifex, but traveling by the ocean put distance between him and his pursuers.

Dendreth looked to the only Feyr he wholly trusted at the moment.  Sion leaned against a railing near the bow of the ship, his back to Dendreth and his gray hair pulled tight as he faced the wind and their destination. The purple dye had bled itself out slowly over the course of the last few months, leaving his hair devoid of color. It signified the loss of his home and his family much like the feyr’im observed when they arrived at Godwyn Keep for service. But unlike his Godwyn Keep brethren, Sion was truly homeless. It weighed heavily on the Feyr. Sion had become increasingly more pensive since leaving Westor—having no direction in the palace of Aris Shae. Maybe once they landed on the island and Sion’s qualities as a leader were needed, he’d feel more comfortable.

As Dendreth turned back to the sea, a voice next to him said, “I see the longer journey agrees with you, Pontifex Charl.”

The old man turned to see Captain Moris at his side, his hands folded at the railing and roughened by salt, rope, and years of hard work.

Dendreth grinned. “Remind my thigh of that fact, Captain.”

Moris straightened a bit, and a flash of the youthful exuberance Dendreth found so charismatic about the man lit his features. “Still hurts, does it?”

The Pontifex nodded. “Still, better than the alternative. I could have had five arrows in me and watched my life draining on that Westor dock.”

“The sea gives, and the sea can take away. That night, the sea saved you.”

“How much longer before we come within sight of Falkind?” Dendreth asked.

Captain Moris squinted into the cloudless sky as if the answers were there rather than on the ocean. “Tomorrow, early, I believe. We have a strong wind to tack against, but ultimately it is pushing us where we want to go.”

Dendreth nodded, the sun a white and sapphire blur on the ocean. Tomorrow would be the day then. He would know if the Kingdom had more to fear than unusual migration patterns; tomorrow he would ascertain for the High King whether or not the dragons were part of a larger scheme to be hatched against the Kingdom. If the dragons were, the Kingdom had more to worry about than La Zandia or Blackrhein Reach. And with the Hammer of Aerom loose, it was difficult to gauge where the Kingdom should turn first without leaving itself open for attack.

He pushed the dark thoughts aside and realized the Captain had gone quiet. “What’s on your mind, Moris?”

“Some of my men have heard rumors from the Wards about our part in this. I know my function within the hierarchy of Godwyn Keep, and it is not my place to question the directives of the Council or the High King. There is enough of my father’s military blood within me to appreciate knowing when to ask questions and when to follow orders.”

“Go on,” Dendreth said.

“But I am also Captain of the Sea Star and responsible for keeping those under my supervision safe. I guess I have come to that boundary and am about to cross over it.”

“Then I will save you the worry of asking a question that is out of line,” Dendreth said, unperturbed by the Captain. “Yes, this is about dragons.”

“So it is true. You believe there to be dragons on Falkind. If that is the case, why seek them out?” Moris grinned. “The last I heard, they are quite dangerous.”

“That would require a long answer to a difficult question,” the Pontifex replied. His thigh ached all the more for it. “Suffice it to say, you and your crew will not be obligated to join Sion, the Wards, or myself on this endeavor.”

“Which is?”

“I am to discover what the dragons are doing on the island. It is not their natural time to be moving about the Kingdom, and it has concerned the High King.”

Moris looked at Dendreth with a penetrating, serious look. “I know there is more, but it’s a start. I’ll reassure the crew it will not be their place to go ashore. Seamen are superstitious and they deem dragons a terrible omen even though none of them have actually seen one. Is there anything I can do then that you have yet to tell me?’”

“Keep the arrows out of my hide, and I’ll be happy enough,” Dendreth grunted, followed with a quick grin to belie the worry he truly felt.

Moris left, patting the shoulder of the Pontifex, ordering the ship to tack again.

It would be dangerous on Falkind Island, of that Dendreth was certain. A dragon was not a beast to provoke, and hundreds—if not thousands—of the vile beasts awaited the group. Nialls had been wise to send only one ship, one crew, one search party; they were more likely able to infiltrate the island without the endangering notice a larger force would bring. The island was sizeable, inhabited by a simple, peaceful folk who would be defenseless against the onslaught and needs of the great beasts. He hoped the dragons had ventured further west and out into the ocean and the lands beyond, leaving the fishing villages, sheepherders, and farmers alone.

But his instincts told him that would not be the case.

As the sun made its slow arc to its rosy bed in the sea, Dendreth wondered anew what he had gotten himself into.

* * * * *

The next day began as the others had, with Dendreth rocking awake from drifting dreams he could not remember. The Pontifex had slept fitfully, but wisdom pushed him from the sheets of his bed; he knew he would get no more, and the longer he lounged, the deeper the ache in his thigh would penetrate. The sooner he stretched the nighttime stiffness from his limbs and back, the better. He rose, unsteadily at first, dressed, read a few passages from the Book of Seol for strength and guidance, and headed into the burgeoning, golden light of the early morning.

Moris was already at the helm, sipping a steaming beverage from a wooden cup, his eyes intent and shining as they searched for any problems to have occurred amidst the pulleys, ropes, and canvas while he slept. Sion stood next to the Captain, his arms crossed as though he had stood that way all night, his pale skin aglow under the sunrise. Dendreth walked up several wooden stairs to join the men, aware the crew watched him.

“Gentlemen,” he said, nodding his morning welcome.

“It’s a good morning, Pontifex,” Moris said, vaguely lifting his cup in welcome while Sion pointed to the north with a long finger.

Dendreth squinted. A speck on the horizon greeted the crew and those on board with the promise of landfall that day.

“How long before we reach the island?” he asked.

“Late morning,” Moris answered, taking a drink, the steam swirling around his eyes. “We will put in at Arklinn, unload the supplies and horses we need, and then we will go on this adventure of yours.”

“We?” Dendreth asked.

“I feel the need to stretch my legs.” The Captain shrugged. “And I’m not superstitious.”

As the morning progressed, the speck grew larger until its coastline and hills were easily seen. Green rolling hills rippled up from craggy white cliffs. Gulls, kestrels, and jackdaws flew in the air around the imposing wall, fishing in diving splashes before the autumn came to beckon their migration to the warmer climes of the south. Caves dotted the wall, their depths a mystery. Waves crashed as a man on the bow of the Sea Star using a leaded line called out the depth of the water. The smell of brine mingling with land permeated the air. Captain Moris changed course and maneuvered his boat east along the coast, calling out orders every few moments to correct small disparities he saw the crew make. No dragons flew in the air, but the island was large and Dendreth knew they could be farther inland where hunting would be better.

The Sea Star moved slowly through the water, half of her sails dropped, and rounded a bend in the coastline to a terrible sight.

Arklinn, the fishing village and only large port of Falkind Island, was a charred, wrecked ruin. The town had been situated at the rear of a small, inland cove with numerous piers sticking out to offer purchase for the fisherman who made their life at the hands of the sea, but now most of the town and those piers were gone; only the blackened skeletons of timbered buildings were seen, their innards reduced to nothing. Gray ash covered the hills around Arklinn, and no smoke rose from the town’s remains; whatever had destroyed it had done so weeks before. The Sea Star encountered drifting, burnt boards and spars, the remnants of the town’s piers and ships. No movement of any kind indicated life; Arklinn was dead.

“What in the Seven happened?” Moris whispered. They all knew the answer.

“There are a few piers intact still,” said Dendreth, his eyes still scanning the town, the hills above it, and the sky. “We shall dock and go ashore here. Whatever destroyed Arklinn is long gone now.” He turned to a Ward nearby. “Prepare our horses and gather our things. We leave at once.”

The Ward hesitated before heading below deck. Captain Moris called out orders and the Sea Star slowly entered the small bay like an uncertain animal prepared to bolt. The dead carcasses of the sunken fishing boats yawned up at the passing ship, their ghostly forms a reminder of the once lively people who worked here. The pier was relatively untouched by fire. The bay was quiet, the creaking and rigging of the ship and the lap of the sea against its side the only sounds, as if nature would no longer trespass into the graveyard of Arklinn. The crew tied off to the pier but looked ready to untie the knots and leave at a moment’s notice.

Dendreth grew angry. Destruction like this was what could happen to the Kingdom and all he loved. Few people came to Falkind and would not be aware of what had happened. The High Kings for millennia had left it alone, its inhabitants having nothing to offer the Kingdom as far as trade or wealth. The sheepherders, farmers, and fishing villages were peaceful with one another, and when the rare uprisings occurred, survival was foremost on their minds in the harsh, gloomy climes that held sway most of the year. They were not advanced, but had no need to be. Missionaries from Godwyn Keep had traveled there several times over the centuries, but had discovered a people whose survival was more important than matters of faith or the heart. They cared little for the outside world, the island supporting their needs entirely.

The Wards unloaded the horses, bridled them, and after packing supplies, mounted. After he had given last minute instructions to his first mate, Captain Moris joined Sion and Dendreth, his face devoid of the humor the Pontifex found so appealing about the man. The stink of dead coals and ash reminded them all that what they were seeking could destroy them as easily as it had this town.

They passed through the main fishing village, intent on reaching the hills beyond. The town was sheltered within its cove from the wind of the sea, and the smell of smoke lay over Arklinn’s ruin. The clop of their horses’ hooves fell on dead air. Most of the buildings—once small shops, homes, and stalls—were burnt to the ground; only the shells of a few remained standing. None of those who had lived in the town were present; it was as if the entire population had vanished. Blackened scorch marks crossed their path often as though balls of fire had been thrown across the land to leave wide paths of destruction for all to see.

“No bodies,” Sion whispered to Dendreth, readjusting the bow about his back.

The Pontifex nodded and continued onward.

When they were out of the confines of Arklinn and into the hills surrounding the bay, Dendreth wheeled his horse round to the group. “Sion will take point. His Feyr senses are far superior to our own, and he will try to spot anything out of the ordinary. We are here to discover why dragons have taken up residence on Falkind Island and if they pose a threat to the Kingdom in any way. Once we accomplish this, we go home.”

“After moving through Arklinn,” said Tiril, the leader of the Wards, “it is pretty safe to assume dragons attacked the town and destroyed it. We know they are here. Is that not enough?”

“It is not,” Dendreth answered, patting his horse. “Although many of us have never seen the beasts, we are familiar with them from our days of study. History describes dragons as mindless, overgrown birds given great power, ruled by instincts of nature. If that were all the truth to be had, we would not be here today. No, we are here to learn if that happens now. If we discover what they do here and it is indeed what we fear, the High King may have the upper hand if he knows a strike is possible and imminent.”

Tiril said nothing, but looked around at his men. Dendreth turned his horse and started inland. The lush hills enveloped the company as they rode along a wide path used for passage to the interior of the island. The grass, so vibrant here where rain fell plentifully year round, grew over the land like a soft green blanket. The only break in the verdant clover-filled pastureland appeared at the top of the small hills where the same white rock the Sea Star had sailed past pushed its way slowly free of the world into the sun’s warmth. Thin trails snaked their way over the island and into the valleys in the distance, the pathways shepherds used to move their flocks from valley to valley. In the distance, higher, rockier country could be seen, the darker green of forests smudging their top.

“Something is not right here,” Dendreth said, looking about him as if in doing so he would discover it. “I can’t quite place it.”

Sion replied immediately. “The birds on the cliff walls were acting normal but all else is silent. It is as if no wildlife is willing to show itself to the world.”

Dendreth listened. His friend was right. No birds flew or sang in the ether, no animals grazed or burrowed nearby. Not even insects buzzed in the air. The wind, its cooling embrace drying the sweat from his brow, was lonely as it swirled through the air and rippled the grass and their clothing. The island was as silent as a graveyard, stripped of its natural rhythms.

“The few times I have sailed to this island, sheep have dotted the hillsides by the hundreds,” Moris said, his hand stretching wide to encompass all that he saw. “They are gone, and their shepherds, apparently, have gone with them.”

“If the people of Arklinn are gone, and the shepherds are also gone, where did they go?” Tiril questioned. “Surely the dragons couldn’t have killed and eaten them all?”

No one had an answer; Dendreth was afraid of one.

As the afternoon wore on, the company came to numerous small villages, towns, and lone homesteads in the wilderness as vacant as Arklinn. Some were destroyed, others still stood, all were empty. It was as if a giant hand had plucked the denizens of Falkind Island from their lives and secretly moved them elsewhere. Sion had nothing to report, saying every hill was much the same as the next. No sign of their query graced the skies.

The hills eventually gave way to sheer outcroppings of rock that rose above the rest of the island in a large plateau—the Falkind Highlands. The Feyr led them up into the lands beyond, the horses stepping carefully over the rock-strewn trail they were on. Once cresting the summit, the Highlands spread to the northwest, a promontory of raised ground and mountainous rock where only the most hardy lived. The short peaks of stone to the west blocked the slowly setting sun and draped the valley in dark shadow.

“The day wanes, Pontifex,” Tiril said, standing up in his saddle to stretch tired muscles. “We should begin finding shelter soon from the beasts in the night or return to the Sea Star.”

Dendreth knew the Ward was right. The Pontifex did not want to spend the night out in the open and preferred finding an overhang of rock to set up camp rather than returning to the ship. He kicked his horse and sent him into a trot around the bowl of the valley, the soil dry and kicking up dust in the fading light.

The rest of the Wards began following him when Sion suddenly wheeled his horse around and broke off from the company at a gallop. The Feyr rode his horse like a demon on the heels of its prey, his horse sending up turf with every thrust of its mighty legs. He was near the entrance to the Highlands when he leapt from the horse before it had stopped and in one fluid motion rebounded into the boulders they had just left behind.

A few moments later, Sion reappeared, dragging a young, black-haired boy around eleven winters of age by the arm forcibly. The boy struggled, lashing out with blackened fingernails and balled fists. Sion ignored the assault. Grime stained the child’s cheeks, arms, and clothing as though he had not been able to bathe in weeks. He looked like any number of street children in Aris Shae who did not have a home and had not learned the skills to survive on their own. Dendreth dismounted to get a better look at the catch.

“She’s been following us for quite some time, staying just out of sight,” Sion said, taking hold of his settled horse’s reins and bringing his catch to Dendreth. “But in all this silence she was easy to pick out and capture.”

Dendreth looked closer then. It was a girl. She had been so exposed to the elements it was hard to distinguish her gender. Her shorn hair was unclean and stood out like porcupine quills. Scrapes, bruises, and cuts littered her skin as if she had been sleeping in a briar patch, and the odor of smoke, fish, and old sweat clung to her. She pulled away, trying to break the Feyr’s steel grip on her arm, but she did not make a sound in her struggle. It was as if she were mute.

“Perhaps she knows where the others are,” Tiril offered.

Then Dendreth noticed the girl was not manic about being captured; her dark, brown eyes never left the Highlands and terror was mirrored there by something out in the plain. The old Pontifex followed her gaze and squinted.

Out in the valley, in the center of the shadows where it was barely discernible, a blur of dark activity caught his eyes. Sion knelt down to the ground and cupped his hands against the glare of the sun ricocheting off the mountains. Dendreth shielded his eyes as well. Dragons, like hundreds of large boulders, littered the valley’s floor and tore up the earth, sending showers of black soil into the air with massive heaves of their clawed limbs. The dirt rained down upon them but none seemed to care. They were so far away Dendreth could barely discern their colors let alone the details of their bodies. Regardless, their actions were an odd activity for the beasts and one the Pontifex had no explanation for.

“What are they doing?” Dendreth whispered.

“Digging, is what I would guess, Pontifex,” Sion said, his lavender eyes penetrating the gloom. “But for what, I do not know. If I were to guess, I’d say stone. What else is buried deep in the ground?”

The dragons continued to dig and Dendreth was focused on those closest to them when a roar resounded throughout the valley. The Pontifex looked up. Three of the monolithic beasts had launched into the air with massive thrusts of their hind legs and were flying toward the rim of the valley and the company’s position. Dendreth mounted his horse anew, still staring at the oncoming threat. Sion racing after the girl had been a flurry of movement the dragons had easily seen, drawing the savage carnivores like bees to honey. There was nothing they could do now to stop it. The approaching dragons were a threat more dire than any the Pontifex had ever faced and one the group of them could never hope to overcome by strength.

“To the Sea Star or any cover we can find along the way!” Dendreth shouted, wheeling his horse toward the only exit they really had.

Sion smoothly whisked the girl onto his saddle and after joining her, rode for the entrance to the island’s lower reaches, the rest of the company following. Sensing their masters’ distress, the horses navigated the rocky trail with quick slides and fleet purpose, leaving a cloud of dust in the cool air. Dendreth looked back over his shoulder as if expecting the dragons to drop on them at any moment, but only darkening blue sky was overhead. There was not much the Pontifex could do; the power of his soncrist was limited—although Dendreth was strong in its use and his faith, a dragon was a powerful beast and difficult to overcome. With three of them after the company, the Pontifex knew they would be lucky to escape with their lives. His heart raced, and he pushed his horse onward in response.

The hilly green pastureland spread out before them again. The girl pointed east, and Sion followed her direction despite it being away from the ship. The rest of the group followed the Feyr close behind. From what Dendreth knew, dragons did not normally attack humanity unless hungry or provoked. They had done nothing to anger the beasts, but from the appearance of the land and lack of sheep, the former was possible. Despite that information, a pit of ice had formed in the bottom of his stomach. What were the dragons doing there? It was unnatural for them to fly the distances they had, but even more so to dig into the world in a concerted effort. Whatever they were doing, it was not of their own volition, and that meant a sinister presence was controlling them. The threat of doom entered Dendreth’s heart, but he pushed it down deep amidst the chaos of the company’s flight.

As Sion took one of the numerous sheep trails, the first dragon to appear—a giant, reddish-brown creature with rippling muscles and dirt-encrusted talons—fell from its folds in the sky to plummet toward the escaping group. Its hide was thick, comprised of tiny, mottled scales. Spikes encrusted its head and along its sinuous tail, like a war machine built for gruesome death. With its dagger-filled maw open and talons extended, the dragon would rip them to shreds.

Dendreth saw the impending doom and sang, his voice rich and resonant with knowledge and power, calling on the aid of the All Father. The prayer slipped the bounds of the world, its lyrics alive and in unison with the notes and cadences of his voice to form a cohesive plea. The supplication was the one bane to the dragon he could think of. A wind, harsh and crisp from the ocean answered his call and lashed out at the flying beast, twisting it in the air before it had time to strike. The dragon, not expecting the assault, tumbled in the air briefly in an attempt to right itself before winging against the gale with its might. The other two dragons appeared, both dark brown, overriding the wind the Pontifex sent at them. With the power thrumming from his chest and throat and his youth returned to him, Dendreth saw he was slowly putting space between their group and the beasts.

Sion continued to lead, the young girl pointing out the correct paths to take and the Pontifex bringing up the rear guard. The group came around a sharp growth of jagged rock and brown grass to view the panoramic vista of the ocean. Again, the reddish dragon came at Dendreth, and again the Pontifex pushed the beast back with his soncrist. The hard riding, the old man’s age, and the expenditure of focused power were catching up to him, and his strength was flagging. Every time he tossed the dragons away from the group, Dendreth knew he was slowly being drained. Each gust grew weaker; each time the dragons righted themselves faster. The dragons grew angrier and angrier with every failed attempt to reach the company, their teeth becoming a very real threat. The red dragon rained fire onto them, and the Pontifex brushed it away. Soon he would have nothing left with which to save them.

The ocean sparkled darkly on the western side of the island, and the crashing of waves far below reached Dendreth. They had come to the end of their flight; a precipice greeted them with yawning expectations. There was nowhere else to flee. They were trapped.

As the Feyr pulled up on his horse’s reigns, the girl vaulted from the saddle, ran to the edge of the cliffs, and jumped into thin air. Sion quickly followed and the Wards did the same, leaving their horses to mill around fearfully.

There was nowhere for their steeds to go.

“What about the horses?” Tiril shouted into the melee of the roaring dragons and the angry sea below them.

“Go!” Dendreth shouted, ignoring the Ward leader, bringing his soncrist back into being.

The reddish dragon landed, shaking the ground with its massive weight, and another burst of flame erupted from its maw. The fire tumbled toward the Pontifex, and after brushing it aside, he realized he could not stop the dragon now that it had landed. It too realized this and moved toward the group, its talons digging into the soil and rock of the island and its baleful, yellow eyes watching its prey as the horses scattered. Another gout of flame chased the Pontifex, but it disintegrated against the power of the old man’s soncrist once more. The other dragons had landed and attacked the horses as they attempted to flee, one pouncing on a lone mare and rending its flesh with sharp, knife-like teeth.

When all of the men had followed Sion, Dendreth slowly crept over the edge onto a thin ledge that steeply snaked down against the cliff face. Cool mist rose from the ocean below and coated the rock with beaded perspiration. The Pontifex hesitated, unwilling to slip and fall to his end. The Feyr and one of the Wards helped him down the pathway before Dendreth realized there were caves cut deeply into the shelf of the island. The girl had done well. The dragons would not be able to follow them here; they would be safe for the moment.

With his aged heart racing, Dendreth let the power of the soncrist die upon his lips and vertigo attempted to claim him. Hands reached out to steady his weakness, and he slowly entered a cave as tall as he was. Rather than being consumed by darkness, the cave greeted him with warm, yellow torchlight amongst the dirtied faces of dozens of the island’s people.

Even though the rock separated them and the ocean slammed against the island below, the terrified squeals of the company’s horses could be heard above and the snapping of bones and guttural ferocity of the beasts’ hunger followed. There was nothing the old Pontifex could do for the animals; they were as dead as the town they had visited.

“We are the people of Arklinn,” one ponderous fat man said in the thick accent of the isle. “You are lucky Janniva found you and brought you here.”

The Pontifex nodded. They were lucky to be alive. But he would not leave the island. Not until he learned exactly what it was the dragons were doing. In the meantime, before attempting another foray into the Highlands, he would sleep and regain his strength.

And the terrified screaming of his horse would follow him into his dreams.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 34


 


With his arms wrapped about his chest and his legs drawn up as close to his body as possible, Sorin Westfall shivered in his cell, the hewn rock of the mountain leeching his body’s heat. The air was stagnant, possessing a mineral quality like the air of the forge, but unlike the fire pit, the world had become chilled; puffs of steam emanated from him with every exhalation he made. He sat in moldy straw and took what comfort he could from it. His muscles ached and his head throbbed. He had lost all sense of time. Iron manacles circled his ankles like bands of ice, their thick chains connected to bolts driven deep into the rough stone of Keslich ’Ur to prevent his escape.

He had no hope for that. Not now. No one knew they were even here.

The cell was large and rectangular, with one thick wooden door highlighting a barred window that admitted faint, flickering torchlight from the hallway. Darkness surrounded him, a constant observer of his woe. The rest of the room was composed of black granite walls. The floor had been sanded smooth when the dungeon was built, but centuries of use had been unable to wear the living rock at the young man’s back down to a wall more comfortable to lean against. Other sets of manacles hung from the wall, all but three unused.

Across the cell, Thomas lay on his side, the wound at his temple still bleeding in the dim light. The torture had begun first with the former First Warden. The old knight had shown the most defiance to the Woman King, and she in turn had decided to reward him for his efforts. A day after being taken into the depths of Keslich ’Ur and its labyrinthine dungeons, the guards had dragged the old man into a torture cavern and beaten him. Tem was next. Relnyn and Sorin had not left their cell. He believed Lin and his guards worried that if the Giant was angered to the point of the power he had shown at the Morliun Tower, he might gain his freedom forcibly. Near Sorin, a long-haired blonde man hung limply in his chains, barely alive. Eventually Sorin would be taken to the cavern and forced through the same damage the other men had experienced.

Now, after what had seemed weeks but could have easily been days, Tem sat near Thomas after his return, unable to reach him. Relnyn meditated between Tem and Sorin, improvised manacles chaining him likewise to the wall.

Thomas took a deep breath and opened his eyes, fluttering back from unconsciousness, and stared at the floor for long moments before moving.

“Thomas, are you okay?” Sorin asked, knowing the answer already.

“I’m still here,” he whispered into the grungy straw his head laid in, and Sorin could not tell if it was an answer or a question.

“You are,” Sorin replied, his chains rustling. “Did they ask you anything?”

The old man moved his shackled hands to his head and then slowly pushed himself up to sit slumped against the wall. He tenderly touched the cuts on his face and head as his left eye swelled and bruised purple. “No, they still haven’t even asked me a question. That time will come. They are softening us first before they begin the real torture. I suspect the Woman King and her witch and warlock will use witchcraeft to gain from us what they believe we know.”

“What do you mean?” Tem asked.

“When they feel our spirit is close to breaking from the beatings, they will use their pagan ways and infiltrate our minds. Godwyn Keep has the power as well but they have all but banned it due to its danger. The man hanging over there, he has had it happen to him.” Thomas spit blood into the straw to clear his mouth. “To be within another person’s mind while they die leads to death for the invader. They do not fear such things here in the Reach. The Woman King rules by dread and for a witch or warlock to refuse her command would mean instant death anyway.”

Thomas focused his eyes on Sorin. “If that should happen to you, Sorin, you might have the power to deny their prying. Oryn and Pontifex Charl believe you to be more than what you even believe right now. I’ve seen the ability you have; you saw it too at A’lum. If you are like Aerom, you have nothing to fear. Do not show weakness to the Woman King or her puppets.”

Sorin shook his head. “I’m not special, Thomas.”

“That’s what Aerom believed, before he saved the world.”

They grew silent. Thomas closed his eyes. Sorin watched his friend’s breathing ease. The Codex, the Magna Kell, and prophecy of any nature could not convince him he was the hope of the All Father. He had no special talents and no amazing powers. The link he had with Artiq was the only thing to make him second-guess himself. Even now, sitting and shivering in the dank cell, a part of Sorin deep down in his soul yearned to feel that connection it had with the horse. If Artiq was special and the horse seemed drawn to him, perhaps Sorin was a man with a destiny.

Looking at the empty blonde stranger, Sorin hoped he would have the chance to find out.

After an uncertain amount of time had passed, angry voices from the hallway followed by the forced rustling of the lock brought Sorin back from his reverie. The door was cast aside, and the Woman King stormed into the cell, the torchlight behind her accentuating her flaming hair.

“Subterfuge!” she spat at them. “Where is it? Who has it?”

Lin, the wolf rider, had entered the room along with more guards, the latter holding torches in an attempt to chase away the darkness of the cell. Sorin reflexively got to his feet, his chains clanking as he did so. Relnyn came out of his trance and stood, slouching beneath the low-hanging ceiling of the cell, while Thomas struggled weakly to rise, his white hair blood-encrusted and his face a dappled arrangement of colorful bruising. The stranger did not react, his jaw slack and drooling.

“Where is what?” Thomas croaked, swallowing hard and gravely looking at his keeper with malignant interest.

The Woman King’s cheeks were ruddy in the glow of the torchlight and her fury. “Do not play with me, old man. You know of what I mean. The Hammer. Where is it?”

“We know nothing,” Tem said, his own beatings evident in the illumination. “We have told you everything we know!”

Thomas whispered with a snort. “You lost it. We are doomed.”

She kicked him in the face with her boot heel and crimson welled from a new cut to his jaw. He was dazed and his limbs went flaccid.

“You were a decoy,” she hissed. “The true thieves used you to gain it.”

“If that were true,” Thomas gasped. “Would we not be happy?”

She kicked Thomas again, this time in the chest. Sorin self-consciously recoiled from the blow. Relnyn strained against his iron bonds, his teeth clenched at her treatment of the old man.

Cwen Errich snapped her fingers at the guards, and they moved toward Thomas like hawks sweeping in for the kill. Instead of ending his life, they lifted him free of the dingy cell.

“This is pointless,” the Woman King said through gritted teeth, grabbing Thomas around the throat. “I know your faith keeps you strong, and that same faith gives you strength of mind.” She pointed at the blonde man. “He was an assassin, sent by criminals in Aris Shae. He broke, untrained by your pitiful faith, revealing his secrets. I know I will never find out what I need from you, Godwyn dog.” She turned her flashing green eyes on Sorin. “But I think I can arrange another avenue to go by, someone not old enough to be trained.”

Lin looked gratified by the violence, his hands on the sabers he carried at either hip. The redheaded man bared white teeth in the mockery of a grin and stared at Sorin with viper’s eyes.

“Move the young one to the Chamber,” she said, her eyes sweeping the room. “Tie the rest to my husband’s barge and set it ablaze. Let them die on the very boat they killed my husband upon.”

More guards undid the manacles imprisoning Sorin’s friends. Even Relnyn had so many men about him he could hardly move.

Cwen Errich smiled without humor.

“And send them back to their home over the Falls.”

* * * * *

With the last words of the Woman King still reverberating inside his head, Sorin hung in darkness blacker than any he had ever been within and prayed for a flicker of light to ensure the loosening tenets of his mind he was still alive.

After his companions had been pulled from their cell and disappeared in a flurry of activity, grunts, and struggle, guards had taken Sorin through a menagerie of twisting corridors cut deeper into the rock of the mountain. Every turn had revealed a part of the castle not wholly finished; the granite floors were wet and jagged as though the artisans and engineers who had built the underground labyrinth had no time to finish it, and thick icicles of stone clung to the ceiling in effigy of the icy winters of his home. Cells lacking doors or chains appeared in the torchlight, unfilled and unneeded, while subterranean moss and lichen grew on the walls. The odor of old decay and minerals accosted him. Sorin was being led deeper into the rocky world, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

At the end of his forced journey where no more tunnels branched, the guards placed him in a circular chamber. The cell door, an iron panel rusted red and bumpy with rivets, was windowless and squealed painfully as it opened. The guards threw him into the cell, and the last vision he saw before the door closed was Lin’s white grin. The light around the doorway had faded as the guards left with their torches, and Sorin was soon encased in the cloying darkness.

He moved about the cell, his hands numb as they tried to discern any information about his new environment and its icy granite wall. There was none to be had; the stones of the chamber had been sealed with a smooth mortar. No chains were driven into the rock; no straw was placed on the ground. It was a cell devoid of anything. The door, ridged on its outside, was as smooth as the granite on the inside and it offered no grip to leverage it open. Assured there was no escape and feeling the weight of the blackness around him, Sorin curled up much as he had in the other cell and waited.

The voices began soon after he lost all sense of time.

They rose from the cold touch of the rock and the silence around him, whispering in his ear of evil tidings from the darkness. He swiped at the air, and they disappeared like smoke but gathered anew, testing him with their slick tongues and wicked intentions, sensing he was more helpless than a newborn baby. His breathing grew erratic and his eyes darted in his skull until a throbbing overtook his temples, the claustrophobia of his situation falling on him like a boulder. The voices caressed his gooseflesh and probed his recesses, spiders weaving gossamer threads over his body in preparation for a feast. Ghosts faded in and out of his body, stealing his heat as well as his mind. It lasted forever, a relentless barrage, until he heard an audible snap deep inside and he was no more.

When thin, fiery lines in the shape of a rectangle burned through his eyes and threatened to destroy him, he cowered in fear. The voices had long since left him, having taken what they had come for, and left him to deafening silence. Shivering, he turned away, fearful for what was to come, pushing himself deeper into the cold to flee from the flickering. A shattering scream pulled the fabric of the darkness asunder and the fiery lines became a box filled with light and movement. The brightness sent daggers into the recesses of his eyes. He tried to lift his head from its place on the rock floor and couldn’t. Docilely he lay, awaiting the final strike of what new devilry the voices had brought to end him.

Sorin shook from the vision before enough sanity returned for him to recognize the figure of Cwen Errich standing before him.

The Woman King entered the cell, alone, and knelt next to him. She moved the hair away from his face like a mother would and then touched his forehead. Something warm stirred there on his skin but was gone as quickly as it had come.

“You know, I have a son,” she said quietly, odd compassion in her eyes. “He is but an infant, but one day he will become King of the Reach. I took great pains in securing his throne. The leaders of the other clans of the Reach wanted to deny a female ruler from governing the decade it would take him to grow and become strong. But I love my son very much, and I ended any dispute with all means at my disposal.”

She continued to stroke Sorin’s hair as if to lull him to sleep.

“What I did not know was how soon another strike against our lives would happen. I had no sooner ended all debate about my crown when the attempt on my life happened while I was with my son.”

“We did not come here to kill you or your son,” Sorin croaked, his black hair lank. His mind was clearing from the effects of being submerged in utter darkness. “We are not killers.”

“No?” she whispered. “You might not be, but the others with you were. They are dead and gone and will hurt no one again.”

As his mind emptied of the voices, a tingling spread at his forehead, a feeling that rose not by his skin but somewhere deeper. It penetrated the folds of his headache and set him free of it. It was warm, careful of his fragile state, and it spread throughout his mind in a comforting cocoon. He was being absorbed by it. It made him feel safe, and all he wanted to do was fall asleep and let the chaos of the world drift away.

He closed his eyes, the Woman King still speaking and lightly caressing him.

Then another voice sprang from the depths of his soul, a warning given awareness. There was something not right, something out of place. Unlike the voices to visit him in the darkness, the emotion inside his own mind was wholly foreign. He struggled to make sense of it. He had never fallen asleep like this, especially at such a desperate moment, and the Woman King was soothing him. Why would she help him? The strands continued to caress his beleaguered mind, but the warning strengthened and overcame the sensation he was feeling. He pushed the strands away, evading sleep, rejecting what it was being done to him, not fully knowing why he did so, but knowing if he didn’t he would be lost. At that moment of decision, the strands evolved to urgent need, a stranglehold of enthusiasm, and suddenly he knew what was happening to him.

She was in his mind, just as Thomas had warned him.

Out of anger and instinct, Sorin drove his mind like a wedge in between the warm feeling, breaking it in twain with a thought out of need and instinct. He aggressively moved to block her essence, and the wisps of threads in his mind—once so tender and careful—became red hot and angry at the awareness of their discovery. They twisted in his mind, lashing out to grip anything they could.

Sorin bore down against them, unaware how he was doing it but knowing he must. She was a pollution to him, a blasphemy of the mind, and he would not tolerate the invasion of his privacy. Cwen Errich’s intentions were clear; she intended to steal from him any knowledge he possessed, even by invading his most private thoughts and endangering her life in the process. She was willing to do anything and everything to recover the Hammer and discover his reason for being in the Reach.

He knew her too. Given access to her mind, he saw a woman desperate and angry, one who thought the boy was so innocent she did not need to send her witch to do the deed. Over it all, her hatred of the Kingdom reigned, one born of culture and society.

Sorin focused on each strand, gathering them like fish in a net, and realized he could kill her if he wanted to. He had captured her mind. She knew it too, fearfully fighting against his soul’s power with renewed frenzy. Instead of crushing her life’s light, he ended her intrusion by viciously casting her out of his mind and back into her own.

The Woman King, who had stopped her ministrations, yanked his head up by the hair.

“How did you do that?” She growled, pulling harder on his hair. “Who are you?”

Despite the pain at his scalp, Sorin swiped at his forehead and wiped away a thick paste that had been applied there. The warm sensation disappeared immediately.

“You will not attempt that again,” he ordered, his voice sharp.

She slapped him hard with a mailed fist and pain erupted along his left cheek. “Lin. Rillian,” she shouted behind her.

The men appeared in the door entryway, dragging another man between them. Their prisoner was a bloodied, still form with black, shaggy hair hanging over a face sliced with crimson gashes. One ear was gone, a blackened hole in the side of his head, and one arm was gone below the elbow, grisly filth left dangling. Burn marks pocked the skin around his broken nose, and his face was purpled from beatings. But when Sorin saw the eyes, he knew the man and why he dangled limply.

It was the body of Henrik Mattah. The warlock had mutilated and killed him.

“Your friend will rot with you in this cell,” she grated as the body was dropped on the cold stone floor. “Thieves of my property, thieves of lives—it is all the same. Those who steal or attempt to steal from me die. The ilk of the Kingdom is not welcome in these lands.”

“There is nothing to know,” Sorin pleaded, and he was immediately kicked in the side. Unable to breathe from the attack on his ribs, he gulped imaginary air and hoped his end was not at hand.

 “Your friends are dead now. And you are going to be here a long time. Tell me what I want to know, and I’ll kill you quick.”

Sorin remained quiet and did not move. He would not speak.

“Leave him two weeks in the hole. Feed him mush once a day.” She turned back to him, flame wavering in her eyes. “When I next see you, you’ll be crying to tell me what you know. If not, it will be worse.”

She left, stepping over the dead body, leaving the physical remnant of the spy behind.

The door closed, the torchlight faded, and the darkness engulfed his life once more.

* * * * *

Sorin did not know how long he had been there. He was still within his cell, destitute, a flailing soul in the pit of despair. The place the Woman King had ordered him somehow preyed on his fears while depriving his senses of reality. In that loss, his mind had wandered free of its bonds, and his sanity had slipped. Now that he knew what the voices were, he would try to avoid their whispers and tenuous touches as long as possible.

It had been a long time since he last prayed to the All Father. He could not remember how long. In the past, growing up in Thistledon, he had done so regularly at church. Prayer had become a necessary habit to form, but he realized in the weekly monotonous execution of it, all meaning had been lost. He wondered how many people in his church had also unknowingly took for granted their communication with the All Father. It had not been intentional—Pastor Hadlin could not have foreseen his own involvement in the severing—but somehow, within the establishment of the church, Sorin’s individual connection to the All Father had been dampened.

In the hole, as he truly sat alone with only his own thoughts, he prayed and hoped for the strength to see him through the pain wavering in his future ready to destroy his present.

Then his memories moved to his parents. He thought of his mother’s caring disposition and positive outlook, and his father’s solid strength and determination to see right done at all costs. Although their shades had long since departed to the Beyond, they were still part of him. Their remembrance gave him hope still, even in this dark, chilly place, and he understood hope gave him power over his life rather than his life controlling him.

Sorin shivered in the darkness, aware of the dead body sharing the space. He ignored it, playing over the events that had happened. When the Woman King invaded his mind he discovered a latent power in him, enough to defy her witchcraeft and save that part of himself, never to be intruded upon. From what Thomas had said, Sorin’s friends might not have the ability to prevent the Woman King’s minions from stealing their minds. He did.

Thomas and the others. His friends. If what Cwen Errich said was true, they were dead, killed on her husband’s old barge and sent tumbling over the Falls. Sorin hoped they had found a way to escape.

When the voices began to taunt from the darkness, he did not hesitate. He knew what he would do; it was the same thing his mother would have done.

He sang, filling the chamber with his clean, pure voice, reaffirming his existence through song. The sound echoed into the dark recesses of the chamber, rebounding until it encompassed his hearing. The voices faded and disappeared. The cold, once paralyzing, lifted free. Sorin had become resonance incarnate, and he added lyrics to the notes, a prayer to the All Father for light. He had no idea if it would work or not, but he had observed Pastor Hadlin singing to create orbs at night or within closed doors and remembered the song partially. He had to try. There was nothing left for him to do. The song became a torrent of need, and having reached the end, continued again from the beginning, a constant string of prayer. He did not care who heard him. The song to the All Father was warm on his lips, and he yearned with his mind for a miracle.

After minutes of singing, the darkness remained. The song died on his lips.

Moments later, he again tried to sing forth light, just a spark in a massive sea of black waves, enough for him to stay afloat, maintain his reality, and confirm the ability Oryn, Dendreth, and Thomas believed him to possess. Still nothing happened.

The dying echoes of his song recoiled into silence. All of the times Sorin been part of a miraculous event, it had been under stress. Calling the swarm of crows to confuse the dragon at A’lum. The revival of Artiq as the jerich attacked Sorin. The rising shade of Isere the Witch from the center of the Rosemere. These circumstances had happened either out of duress or who he was, too important to ignore any longer. He had to find that key to the power within and unlock it to save himself now.

He focused on what he believed to be the darkness in front of his face and concentrated. Sorin wanted light there; he needed light there. He pulled all of the fear, anger, and hardship he felt at being trapped in Keslich ’Ur and wove it one cohesive emotion. His heartbeat sped and thundered in his ears as his body and soul responded to the perceived threat. He believed with all of his heart, mind, and body light could be there if he willed it hard enough. He did not sing; he did not motion. The other times he had not been singing; he would not do so now, concentrating only on his need.

The power he had discovered defending his mind from the Woman King was there and blossomed into being, and he closed his eyes as he reached out for it and took it as his own.

When he opened his eyes once more, a pinprick of blue-white light floated in the air in front of him.

He leaned back against the wall, exhausted from the expenditure of emotional energy and the focus he had employed but pleased with the outcome. With the accomplishment came another worry: all of it was true. As the High King had hoped, Sorin had a power within him he could not explain. Without training at Godwyn Keep, he never should have been able to call forth the bright spot of light that now hovered above his head. Only priests who studied the prayers could know how to do what he just did. And yet he had not sung his prayer; it had opened into the blackness because he willed it to. He was no pagan; he was no warlock. How could he have done it? Unwilling to test the limits of the tiny spark of an orb and learn more about the affair, he closed his eyes against the horror of the body in front of him and rested.

Hours crept by and he began to doze when the miniscule sound of metal scraping against metal reached his ears. Sorin opened his eyes, the white pinprick of light chasing the darkness back with gray shadow, and peered at the door for what was to come. The telltale orange light of a torch outside his door signaled someone approached. Sorin stood, preparing for the worst, unafraid of showing the Woman King his new talent.

The door opened. It was not the Woman King or a guard. It was a cloaked figure with its hood pulled up to hide their identity. The cowl dropped away and a beautifully pale face with freckles confronted Sorin.

It was Arianna.

Sorin stared in disbelief.

“Come on,” she hissed, “We haven’t much time. The alarm will be raised at any minute if this door’s squeal reached a guard’s ears. Quiet now.”

Sorin stepped over the body and into the corridor. Arianna carried a torch in one hand and was concealing the tools she had used to unlock the door with her other. Her brown hair was pulled back away from her face and her eyes were as hard as steel. She replaced the cowl and took the lead, Sorin following her back the way the guards had initially brought him.

“We have to save the others,” Sorin whispered.

“They already have been. I saved them from the barge yesterday.”

“How?”

“Once Relnyn was freed, it was easy. Once I gave him his staff, he staved off the guards with his might while I freed Thomas and the Ward and then came back for you.”

“Where are they?” Sorin asked.

“Thomas and Tem are returning to Aris Shae,” she answered in a hushed voice, her eyes forward and alert. “The army outside these walls persuaded them to warn the High King. Relnyn is in the hills outside of the city, waiting.”

Sorin paused before saying, “How did you get in here?”

“I watched the castle, watched the guard rotations, watched how people come and go.” A smile creased her lips. “It really isn’t that difficult.”

“You ran into no one?”

“That’s not exactly true.”

“Then how did you remain unseen?”

“I am the High King’s Shadow,” she answered, and left it at that.

At one point two guards making their rounds came toward Sorin and Arianna, but she had moved them into a different corridor and pressed Sorin into the alcove of a cell door. The unaware men had walked on by, leaving the young man perspiring and Arianna with more determination in her eyes. They moved through the tunnels like wraiths, having left the torch behind long before, and quickly came to a door in better repair than the rest. They slipped out into cool night, his freedom nearly reducing him to tears.

“We will have to be quick,” she whispered. “To free your horse, we must open his pen, undo his bonds, and flee before the stable masters come awake. The wolves will sense us quickly, and our only hope is to free the stallion before they catch us in the act. And then we’ll have to find the Giant and put distance between us. Keslich ’Ur will cut loose the wolves to hunt us.”

Torches on the wall and around the courtyard illuminated the dark in sporadic patches. No one was around. It was the middle of the night. Stars twinkled above and the moon’s thin silver light peeked above the southeastern wall. Sorin took a deep breath of the warmer air and sighed in relief; he was free of the castle’s depths at long last.

Arianna moved along the wall, keeping to the areas the torches failed to acknowledge, slinking her way through the darkness like a ferret in search of freedom. The pen where Artiq was imprisoned loomed in the distance, an unhealthy growth attached to the inner wall, the bars and buildings shadowy. As Sorin approached, the rustling in the cages and deep, reverberating snores from the beasts came to them. The horse was kept somewhere in the wolves’ midst. The link he shared with Artiq—a link born from the same place within his soul the pinprick of light had blossomed from—flared anew in response to being near the animal.

They crossed the courtyard at a dash and darted into the middle of the pens. The High King’s Shadow was thorough, picking her path as though she had been there before, looking for the horse in the dozens of cages. More of the beasts woke, aware of the trespassers, and growls resonated in the air around Sorin. They did not have much time before the masters became aware of the intruders and cut Sorin’s newfound freedom short by releasing the wolves.

Suddenly, Artiq was there. The horse appeared undamaged, shackled at his four hooves and at his neck with heavy link chain. The bars of the case were only handwidths above his ears. He whinnied lowly and tossed his head as if happy to see them, and his black eyes reflected the starlight. The tools Arianna used earlier appeared out of thin air from the folds of her cloak, and she worked the cage’s lock open.

Fear flowed over Sorin; with all the wolves around, they had walked into a very dangerous situation. They had to be quick. The wolves were growing manic, slavering and pacing in their cages nearby, periodic howls erupting into the night air. Sorin had never seen beasts as large as the wolves and would never want to be the prey of their hunt.

With the pen door open and the shackles and heavy chains removed from the horse, Artiq strode from his prison and shivered, the muscles under his glistening coat anticipating the rush to freedom. The wolves around him went berserk, growling loud and biting at the air, angry one of the prisoners had become free. A man shouted nearby, but Sorin could not see him.

The horse waited. Using Artiq’s mane, Sorin mounted his bare back and pulled Arianna up behind him. The horse shivered but allowed it, and Sorin could feel the power resonating from deep within the animal. Captivity had not dulled the horse’s might; it had only given Artiq reason to gallop that much harder.

As soon as its riders were settled, the horse launched through the pens, into the yard around the castle, and toward the open gate. More shouts came from behind them, spurring the horse to even greater speed as it galloped through the courtyard, passing the sculptures and water fountain, through the gate, and into the dark town beyond. Artiq’s hooves striking the flinty cobblestone street was like thunder erupting in the night; the sound ricocheted off of the quiet homes and businesses of Keslich ’Ur.

“Where is he taking us?” Arianna screamed from behind, her arms wrapped tightly about Sorin.

Sorin gripped the stallion with his legs and worked hard to keep his seat. He turned his head slightly to yell back his answer. “I don’t know. I have no control over what he is doing, but anywhere is better than where we were.”

Artiq sped into the darkness of the forest surrounding Keslich ’Ur, the stars and half-moon their only witness.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 35


 


When the weak autumn sun was approaching its zenith, setting the forest maples, alder, and birch ablaze in their new, colorful coats, the song of howling wolves reached Sorin’s ears and sent shivers up his spine. The forest they rode through was ancient, filled with unusual plants Sorin had never seen, and fir trees nearly as magnificent as those in Lockwood rose interspersed above those soon to become naked from winter’s embrace. Autumn had come to the Reach, and the cool air only exacerbated the shivers Sorin had.

Sorin breathed deep, shoving the fear threatening to overwhelm him aside, and pushed himself from the tree he had been resting against. Arianna was above him on a giant rotting stump where a bush bearing red berries had taken root to supplant the tree that had long since fallen over. She had climbed there, plucking and gathering the berries for a mediocre breakfast, her own supplies too limited to see them through.

As the eerie sound of the wolves’ approach reached them, Arianna leaped down from where she had been gathering the overripe berries and glanced at Sorin. No longer within the closed confines of the castle, Arianna was waiflike. The cloak she wore about her shoulders gave her the appearance of more weight than she actually possessed, and in the sunlight it was easy to disseminate her true form. Still, there was a power about her Sorin could not define, and it went beyond her obvious beauty.

“Our time has run out,” she said, looking into the depths of the hilly woodlands at their back as if gauging how far their pursuers were behind. “Beasts that large cover a lot of ground. The forest will slow them down but not by much. They will be upon us soon.”

“Where can we hide?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Nowhere. Wolves that well trained will find us no matter where we run, swim, or climb. Unless you know how to fly?”

The High King’s Shadow was right, of course. There was nowhere they could go. He had seen Lin and his pagan allies riding the wolves like horses, and they would be able to cover a lot of ground in this terrain. Whatever the great beasts were ordered to do they would accomplish with ferocious tenacity and that included the hunt.

“Will he come to protect you again?” she asked. Sorin did not have to ask whom she meant.

“Artiq will come. Of that there is no doubt. He has been there every time I have been in danger.” He paused, looking into her eyes. “The question is, will he be here in time to prevent us from being torn to shreds. I have no doubt he could hold his own against the wolves; he took the flat of a blade against his head and the blade broke. But I can’t speak to his timing.”

“You have no way of calling him? You are sure about that?”

Sorin shook his head. “I’m sure about it.”

It was something they had immediately talked about once the great horse had galloped into the surrounding hills and disappeared. The great horse had rushed from the castle at Keslich ’Ur and had not stopped galloping for long into the morning. At the beginning, adrenaline and fear of pursuit had served Sorin and Arianna well as they rode effortlessly into the burgeoning hills of the Reach. The path had rushed by in a blur, the trees and brush at either side shadowy smears of green and brown. With his hands balled in the horse’s black mane and his forearms aching from holding on, Sorin decided to forget where they were going and just be thankful they were no longer in Keslich ’Ur. Artiq had taken the lead, and he was the only one who knew where they headed. Relnyn had been left far behind as well and Sorin was angry such a powerful ally—one who could have helped to protect against the wolves—was lost to them.

As Artiq had slowed into a trot, the power in his muscles undiminished, Arianna explained she had been following them ever since the group left Aris Shae. She had tracked them southward, maintaining her distance. The Wards had tried to discover her several times, but each time she remained hidden, unwilling to show herself. They had assumed whatever followed them was a threat; it turned out it had only been the High King’s Shadow. But when Sorin had asked why the High King had sent her, she recounted her efforts were to ensure their survival if they were caught or found themselves in a difficult situation. It had been an answer Sorin did not trust and one that nagged him even now, but it was clear Arianna had saved him from the dungeon, and one did not question such a gift.

Artiq had eventually slowed to a walk as the early morning fog dissipated. A light sheen of sweat covered his coat, but the horse was otherwise normal, his breathing regular and each step he took filled with readiness. Fording a rushing river and unhindered by the boundaries and tenets of nature, Artiq heaved out of the cold water, shook his head in annoyance, and continued through the hills. Sorin still had no control over the animal, and it was beginning to worry him, but the more distance they put between them and the Woman King the better.

It was at times like these Sorin missed the steady assurance Creek brought into his life. Arianna had freed his horse and given him to Thomas. At least Sorin’s chocolate stallion was safer than he was.

Noon approached, and Sorin was beginning to feel safe for the first time during their flight. Almost in response, Artiq had pulled up, snorting into the air as though he were uncertain what to do. Sore and needing to stretch aching, tired muscles, the companions had dismounted.

The horse had turned to Sorin with his shining obsidian eyes, and then taut muscles had leaped into motion and the horse disappeared from view, much as he had done in the Sentinel Glade of Lockwood.

Arianna screamed at the horse to return, but only the rushing of the river’s current could be heard in the distance. Whereas he had told her he was sure he could not control Artiq, a part of Sorin’s soul knew he could if given enough time to discover what the horse was to him. Their connection was tenuous—and had been ever since Sorin understood what it was in the meadow where Nathan died—but if a link remained, there was a way to strengthen it.

Another howl erupted in the early afternoon air, clearer and louder than before. Arianna ran up the slope away from the sounds of pursuit.

“We can’t outrun them,” Sorin said from behind her.

Arianna looked up. In between the canopy’s foliage, large black birds circled. “Shrikes,” she said. “Circling us. The wolves aren’t far behind.”

“What do we do then?” he asked.

Arianna turned, her eyes hard like granite. “I won’t sit here waiting—horse or no horse—and neither will you.”

He said nothing and pushed his legs after her, the ache from the ride forgotten.

The two ran beneath the colorful shadowy canopy of the early afternoon. Most of the forest animals were already prepared for the coming winter and had either fled to warmer climes or burrowed into the land, the storms and snow of winter harsh and unyielding. The companions were alone with the season; they would be alone if the wolves caught them.

Sorin pumped his legs, his thighs and lungs burning with the effort. Although his heart pounded in his ears, he heard the sounds of deep barking coming from behind them. The wolves were closing in on their prey. A howl erupted nearby. Another joined it. Then a higher pitched one screamed from the opposite direction. It was dizzying to keep up. Suddenly a wolf howled as if it were right on their heels, a ringing bell of anger and bloodlust filled with the desire to rend flesh and gorge its enemies. The forest was alive with the wicked cacophony, overwhelming Sorin and his companion. They were being surrounded. There was nowhere left for them to turn. They would soon be finished.

The two burst from the confines of the forest into a small meadow between forested hillocks. In the distance, white peaks rose into the pale blue sky, sentinels to their struggle.

Halfway across the dewy grass Arianna pulled up in front of him. She froze and Sorin did so as well. He looked beyond her.

Three large wolves stared at their found prey from three positions around the outer fringe of the glade, their black and gray fur rippling as the muscles underneath fought for control over their instincts. Like the other wolves he had seen, these were almost as tall as Artiq, their brute size bred by the masters of Keslich ’Ur and used to inflict fear in the populace of the Reach. Yellow eyes glowed faintly in the sunshine. Slavering muzzles were drawn back, revealing cruel fangs. They all crouched as though ready to strike. Instinctively, Sorin turned to flee, but another wolf crept from the shadowed woods behind them, growling so deeply within its chest Sorin could feel the shaking in his own. 

They were caught.

Arianna pulled her rapier free from the folds of her cloak, stepping between Sorin and the three beasts that cornered them. In her other hand she held a slim glass tube filled with a transparent, orange fluid the young man had never seen before.

“You have nowhere to run, boy.” 

Sorin spun to see Lin emerge from the woodlands, a wide grin splitting his pale face. His cowl was lowered, revealing his flaming red hair, and both of his sabers remained sheathed. At his back and to either side, the same warlock and witch who had helped capture Sorin originally rode their own wolf mounts, their faces shadowed under the canopy of the forest.

“You have a choice,” the wolf rider said in his thick accent. “Either run and be torn apart or save yourself for the Woman King. To be mauled by my pets is not the route you want to take, trust me.”

“I trust no one in the Reach,” Sorin spat.

The smile faded from Lin’s face. “Think about this. There is nowhere for you to run. Only prolonged pain and eventual death await you.”

“As it does in the dungeon,” Sorin countered. “I won’t go back.”

Lin sat, unmoving, but one of the wolves in the meadow stalked slowly closer, its teeth bared and eyes insane. Arianna waited on it.

The wolf suddenly launched at her, all bristling fur and jagged teeth.

As it leapt to eviscerate her, Arianna threw the vial at the creature, screaming unknown words. The glass struck and the wolf erupted in a fiery conflagration of orange color, the flames spreading across its fur. The odor of burning hair and flesh filled the meadow. The wolf fought through its pain and came on, unhindered, but Arianna stepped to its side just as she buried her sword’s hilt deep into the creature’s chest. Its weight and inertia clipped her and threw her to the ground as well, one clawed paw raking her shoulder. She went down, lost in a sea of fiery fur and deadening motion.

“Angriff!” Lin screamed in his barbaric language.

The other wolves obeyed the command and began to slink forward, preparing for the battle to come. None of them moved in quickly; none of them broke their training. They would attack in one concerted effort, leaving their prey paralyzed with inaction. With ears laid back and fetid breath scorching the air, they cornered the companions in the glade’s middle.

Arianna was getting to her feet, her sword pulled free of the dead wolf’s chest.

Sorin strained his ears beyond the growling to hear the coming of Artiq. There was nothing. He could feel the connection with the horse growing stronger as his fear grew, but Artiq did not appear. There was a gulf the great horse was unwilling to jump across unless absolutely necessary. Sorin had no time to think on it, as the wolves of the Woman King were only a dozen kingsyards away.

Suddenly, the forest foliage exploded in colored leaves, broken tree debris, and a flurry of activity as something huge barreled into the wolves and scattered them to the wind. Sorin looked to see the majestic horse, but it was not Artiq.

It was something else entirely.

Sorin could not see it clearly but from its coloring, he knew it was not the horse. It moved quicker than Artiq did and faster than anything Sorin had ever seen, a white blur, all size and speed and brutal mass. It pummeled the wolves aside as it reached Sorin and Arianna and then it began attacking the beasts closest to the pair, the land beneath their feet trembling as though a giant boulder rolled along the ground. Howls of anger and pain filled the air as each trained predator was methodically destroyed, chunks of fur and bloodied flesh strewn everywhere. They were flung into the air and ripped to shreds.

Sorin barely breathed, the carnage he was witnessing a force of nature. It reached another wolf and snapped its neck; it met another and obliterated its ribs with a punch. Growls turned to yelps of pain before even they were silenced. Several of the wolves attacked at once but bounced off the newcomer as though it were impervious, within easy reach of their destruction. The thing made no sound, its attack silent and destructive as it tore Lin’s group apart with its thundering weight.

In moments, the wolves were decimated, their remnants scattered about the crimson grass. None were left alive. Whatever the animal was, it was more than a match for the monstrous wolves.

Then Sorin saw it was not an animal at all. It was stone.

As it came to rest, it towered over the two companions, with a thick chest, thin waist, and enormous hind legs. Blood spattered its white, marble-like exterior—the crimson darkest around the thing’s front legs and chest—and it walked like an overgrown cat but instead of having paws it had thick, three-fingered hands on its forelegs. The stone bunched and corded as though it had muscle, and it left huge indents in the grassy land from its weight. It swiveled its head from side to side as if looking for danger, but the stone made no sound.

It was not living but rather carved rock given life, and Sorin could not tell if its bland face, nubs for ears, or slits for eyes had been worn down by time or if it had been created that way. A tail swished behind it, whipping the air in annoyance. Looking it over, Sorin saw no evidence of claw or bite marks left by the wolves on the thing’s stone surface.

It lifted its head as if tasting the air. At the edge of the clearing, the witch was speaking and gesturing with her hands until a blue flame pulsed in the palm of her right hand, but Lin waved the attempt away. The flame died. The redhead sat in his saddle, his face livid with knowledge of his impotence. He whistled through his fingers and the surviving four wolves that had not joined the attack fled. The wolf rider and his two companions disappeared into the trees.

The stone behemoth gave chase, bounding across the clearing, but stopped at the fringe of the forest as though leashed with an invisible cord stretched too tight. It waited a moment and then turned around, and—ignoring the bloodied bodies of the wolves—walked to the edge of the clearing toward the icy-looking mountains in the south.

Sorin took his eyes off their savior. “Are you all right?”

Arianna nodded, her eyes filled with wonder. “It’s Ganite,” she whispered.

“Who?” Sorin asked.

“Didn’t you learn anything out in the wilds?” she said, shaking her head. “He is Godwyn Keep’s most precious defense, a grotesque given life, and so powerful none dared attack the Keep while it sat upon its walls. When the Feyr built Godwyn Keep, they gave it a protector born of their essence. But it vanished almost two decades ago, and no one has seen it since. The High King’s historian spoke of it often during my lessons of the War’s aftermath.”

“A grotesque? You mean like some kind of gargoyle?” Sorin asked. She nodded. Sorin recalled bits of the stone sentinel’s story now. “Why did it leave?”

“No one knows,” she said “But it disappeared around the same time Pontiff Garethe took his seat as head of Godwyn Keep.”

They watched Ganite pause and then turn, waiting.

“Are we to follow it?” Sorin asked.

Holding her bleeding arm with a grimace, Arianna said, “I think so. After what it just did for us, I’m willing to take its intentions on good faith. If we are to follow it, though, what is our final destination?”

Sorin did not know. The two companions walked around the carnage that littered the meadow. When the stone beast was satisfied they were following, it turned and pushed its way through the dense foliage of the forest.

* * * * *

Incoming cloud cover threatened to drown the late afternoon sunshine in a gray quagmire as Sorin and Arianna walked across a trickling creek to a cottage set within the folds of the darkening mountains. The longer they hiked, the more the land changed as they gained elevation; what had once been the start of autumn was now the middle of autumn, and the burnt leaves were falling to the forest floor, relinquishing their hold on the forest’s mantle. A vapid chill had entered the air as well, and Sorin knew if he did not find heavier clothing soon, no amount of physical exertion would keep him warm. He hoped whoever lived within the little house would be friendly and hospitable.

It was a simple home, covered with cedar shingles and built from strong timbers. Two paned, circular windows stared out at the newcomers—one lit by flickering fire, promising warmth, and the other lifeless and devoid of movement. Flowers were planted in beds leading up to the door, but they lacked colorful blooms, and a dwarf maple rose next to the house, the top of its crimson canopy barren at winter’s approach. A lazy, continuous ribbon of smoke rose from a chimney at the side of the building.

“Well, someone’s home,” Arianna said. The bleeding from the slash wounds on her arm had stopped but the skin had reddened as if infected.

They had not traveled far from where they had met Ganite, but the terrain steepened, and much of the Reach lay behind them in rolling hills and undulating valleys. Keslich ’Ur had long since faded from view during the flight of Artiq, and they had come upon no other cities or towns on their journey. The shrikes—half a dozen of them at one point—had recently flown north, aware of where their quarry had gone. Sorin wondered what happened to Artiq but had grown used to the idea that the horse was always nearby. It did not matter where, he guessed; as long as they stayed close to Ganite, they would remain safe.

The grotesque laid down in the yard near the front door and became motionless.

Arianna knocked on the door, and when there was no answer she entered.

They were greeted by a warm, crackling fire set up in a small hearth, and an old woman with shale-colored eyes stared at Sorin. Her hair was finely spun and as gray as burnished steel, wrapped in an elegant bun upon her head. Deep wrinkles surrounded her eyes and sliced into the skin around her mouth. She wore a simple blue robe, and an afghan blanketed her lap. In her hand, she held a small leather-bound book, which she promptly closed as Arianna shut the door behind them. Sorin had never seen the woman before, but he was instantly set at ease within her presence.


“I was hoping my friend would save you from those wicked beasts,” she said softly, but her eyes then fell on Arianna’s arm. “I see, however, not all was salvaged.”

“Who are you?” Sorin asked.

“No word of thank you?” the old woman asked, but her eyes twinkled as if amused. “My name is Evelina, although it has been a long time since I have spoken it.”

“Your Grace,” Arianna said and knelt before the old woman. Sorin did not know what to do, at a loss for why the girl was deferring to their host.

“Stop it child,” Evelina said. “Get up. I am Pontiff no longer, haven’t been since around the time of your birth, I’d guess. I am only an old woman living out the last of her days in peace and tranquility. Now come near so I can look at that arm.”

She did so. With tough, calloused fingers, the old woman removed the shredded cloak, ripped the tunic arm at the shoulder and viewed the damage done to Arianna’s arm.

As Sorin watched, he was stunned. He remembered Pontifex Charl speaking of Evelina during Sorin’s time in Aris Shae. She had left her seat when she had realized no member of the Godwyn Council would heed her warnings of the Wrathful gaining a disciple to ruin the world. They did not believe the tentative few sentences in the Book of Iorek. When her arguments had become futile—and rather than lead a lie—she left the position she had been voted into and traveled to find her own truth. According to Dendreth, Garethe had taken over the position almost immediately, and no one had seen the former Pontiff since.

Song flooded the room, cutting through Sorin’s thoughts. The old woman’s voice was dry and raspy, having lost the sweetness a youthful woman possessed, but it carried and held a solace that permeated the notes and lyrics and soothed the air it enlivened. Evelina concentrated on the girl’s arm, and Arianna stood still as if held in a vice. Before Sorin’s eyes, the arm lost its redness and the wounds closed enough to scab over.

The song ended, the sound of the fire returned, and Evelina leaned deep into her chair, clearly exhausted form the effort.

“They will be nasty scars,” she said, regaining her breath. “But that is a fair consolation instead of losing the arm entirely. Now, you know who I am. Who are you? You come from the Kingdom; I can guess that much from your accent.”

“Can I get you anything?” Arianna interrupted.

Evelina waved the girl away. “I will recover. It’s been a long time since I’ve called that soncrist into being.” She eyed Sorin. “I’m assuming the horse is yours?”

She knew about Artiq. “How do you know about him?”

“Ganite and I share a bond. It is difficult to explain, but he keeps me informed of the territory we have sort of staked as our own.” She paused. “Is Artiq your horse?”

Sorin simply said, “Yes.”

“I see the second falling star before me, then, grown almost into a man. I wonder who he has become. This is a pleasant but difficult change of events,” she said, and all merriment in her eyes disappeared. “There is a great deal about you I think you should explain. Leave nothing out and start at the beginning.”

Sorin did so. He began with the moment the jerich appeared at his home, on to his visits at the Dym and the Sentinel Glade in Lockwood, the freeing of Artiq, and his meeting with Isere the Witch, the High King, and Pontifex Charl in Aris Shae. Finally, he finished with his imprisoning at the hands of the Woman King in Keslich ’Ur, the knowledge they had discovered about the Hammer, and what Kieren intended to do with it. Every so often Evelina would ask a question for clarification, but the rest of the time she remained silent as she listened to the young man relate the events of his last few months.

“Why are you so sad?” Sorin asked.

“I am sad for Thomas,” Evelina answered. “He was one of the more noble and honorable men in the High King’s retinue. And you freed him, Arianna?”

“I did,” Arianna said, stretching her shoulder. “Reuniting the staff with the Giant gave me time to do the rest.”

Evelina smiled, her wrinkles pinching her eyes almost shut. “I too had hoped the Giants would come again. With Thomas returning to Arish Shae, perhaps not all is lost.”

“And maybe the High King and Council at Godwyn Keep will end all threats before they can gather against the Kingdom,” Sorin pointed out.

Evelina shook her head. “The Council. They will have to be strong. In retrospect, maybe I should have been stronger, more vocal about my beliefs. When I saw the first falling star in the sky, I knew the end of was possible. The Book of Iorek left just enough of it in there. Who could have known the Hammer would be the instrument of the All Father’s destruction on his own creation?”

“If you felt so strongly about it, why did you move here?” Arianna asked as she chewed on a meal the old woman had prepared for them while she listened. “And what did you do to make Ganite leave its duty at Godwyn Keep?”

“Why do we do anything?” Evelina warmed herself by the fire. “What moves us into the roles we take on in life? Luck? Happenstance? Providence? A divine machination where we must play our part and only our part? Our own free will? I cannot tell you why I came here, only that I did and that it felt the right thing to do.

“As for Ganite,” she said, looking out one of the round windows. “I did nothing to coerce him into coming with me, if that’s what you mean. He followed me. When I left the Keep I had few items, some coin, and an inkling of where I would go. I turned around and he was there, watching me, waiting for something to happen I guess. I traveled beyond the peninsula, and he was still with me. He has been my guardian ever since. At his origin’s purpose, he was meant to protect Godwyn Keep. Now, I don’t know what to think.”

Sorin sat near Arianna and ate his portion of the meal. “What should I do?”

“The question is, I believe, what do you think is the right thing to do?”

“I have been given the role of finding the Hammer,” Sorin responded, choosing his words carefully. “The Codex Pontifex Charl found prophesies another savior will come to set right the evils of the first, and by all accounts, that is me. But the High King has sent me to kill Kieren before he accomplishes his goal, a man who wields power I have yet to learn or control. To do that, I must break my own beliefs; Kieren will not accept defeat until he is dead. How can a man be faithful to the All Father and the teachings of the Codex and yet murder another?”

“Prophecy is a guide, Sorin. Nothing more. You must still make a choice. That choice may or may not be part of the same design the All Father has for you. You could, in fact, turn around and leave the Reach and this Kieren to the design he has embraced. Would that decision stop the Wrathful? It might because one cannot foresee the consequences of that action. But the more important question may be: is that part of who you are? Are you the type of man to flee when hardship grows too difficult?”

Sorin realized he was not. He had been raised to honor and respect life but also to see its trials through to their end, no matter how tough life became. The destruction of the Rune of Aerilonoth could only lead to more families destroyed, lives pained, death inflicted. Both of his parents had sacrificed themselves so that he may live, and now would he not do the same so others could have that chance to make a difference? Did he not owe the memories of his parents that much?

“I see you struggle with your own power in this,” she said. Sorin nodded.

“Try to create an orb again,” Evelina beckoned.

Sorin closed his eyes, yearning to pull forth light as he had before. Nothing happened.

“You must be open to the world for your power to work,” the former Pontiff said. “It is who you are. Only by accepting the world into your heart will you alter it to your needs.”

“I want to save what I care about,” Sorin replied. “It’s just…”

“I know,” Evelina said. “I’ve been there. Uncertainty can undo a person.”

Sorin did not know what to say. She knew what he was thinking.

“Go after Kieren as soon as you can and wrest the Hammer from him.” She patted his shoulder. “These are weighty issues, even for you. For decades I have studied the nuances of the Godwyn faith and the philosophy of the world. I have chosen my own particular belief why events take place in the world the way they do. But you know what else I have discovered?”

The fire’s embers snapped. Sorin shook his head.

“There is no easy road to travel on to find the answers. It’s a lifelong pursuit—for most, one without answers—as that road comes to an end only when we find ourselves in the Beyond. The road may branch, obstructions may block it, but in the end we only have the journey upon the road.”

He nodded. “Can you show us the way to the Rune?”

She sighed and shook her head. “I cannot. The heavy snows have come to the Clennick Mountains, and I have long since lost such appetites for adventure. I left from guiding Godwyn Keep when no one wanted to listen, and now I am far too old and frail to make such a trip, let alone be much use.”

Arianna asked, “How can you be so certain the Rune is there?”

“The Rune is in the Clennick Mountains; I know that much. At times the ice glows red, casting the sky with pinks and purples.”

After a long silence, Sorin asked, “Why would the All Father allow his gift to the world to become polluted? Why is Kieren evil?”

“Who knows what the All Father has planned? What I do know is the world’s evil has changed Kieren, and he is no longer what he was when he came into the world. He made a choice. You have made one as well and will continue to do so.” She paused, looking around the room as if coming to her senses. “You both will stay the night, rest, and on the morrow I will share with you what I know of the surrounding countryside and the easiest paths to gain the heights. Then you will have better luck finding the Rune. And Kieren.”

She prepared bedding on the floor for both of them. Arianna fell asleep immediately, the damage done to her arm needing sleep’s healing embrace.

“Still,” Evelina added before she retired. “Something bothers me about all of this. If Kieren desires the Rune’s destruction, why not take the Hammer earlier and use it? Why does the Rune still exist? Something to think about.”

As Evelina went to bed, Sorin stared at the ceiling. He did not know the answers to her questions. The hearth’s fire went out long before he closed his eyes.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 36


 


High King Nialls Chagne strode through the hallways of his palace in Aris Shae, the knowledge his hope awaited him in another room drawing him on like a thirsty man to water. It was late morning, the day having already begun with governing matters of a wide variety, but Nialls prayed this new visitor would help lift his spirits. A delegate from the Marcher Lord awaited the High King, and with him the hope for peace.

He shook his head as he entered a new wing of the palace. Apparently his continued diplomatic pursuits had borne fruit, but it remained to be seen if the fruit would be ripe with possibility or rotten with the seeds of war.

He walked on, the Wards behind him shadows of protection.

War.

The very word unnerved him. He thought of the plans he had put into motion, the wheels he had been forced to turn and those he had oiled. The discussion with Erol and Rowen a week earlier had gone well and both men had accomplished much in that time. Rowen prepared the remaining bulk of the Kingdom’s army for warfare against a threat no one had battled in four centuries. It would take careful planning, but Nialls had full confidence in his First Warden’s training and ability to command. Where Rowen lacked humility, he certainly possessed will, and during times of strife willpower was often the deciding factor in who prevailed and who lost.

Nialls wondered what he would have to give in order to prevail.

War.

The word crackled on the air. It was during times like these he needed wise words to overcome the fear and uncertainty war brought. Dendreth was still gone, lost on his quest to Falkind Island, but the High King hoped the old Pontifex would return soon. He needed allies and he needed strong men to give advice. Nialls had the counsel of his First Warden and the new Pontiff, and various spies reported only to him, but true wisdom escaped all of them. Nialls knew one of Rowen’s flaws was his desire to prove himself, the leftovers of being second son and draped in the shadow of Thomas. With Erol, Nialls knew the Pontiff was untried and untrustworthy. Advice from them would have to be filtered for what it was.

He turned a corner, and although his Wards were with him, he was alone.

War.

The word followed on the reverberating echoes of his footfalls like ghosts waiting to overwhelm him. Throughout the palace the word had spread; war was on the lips of the servants in the palace and in the eyes of the Warden in the hallways. The whispers rippled throughout the city and the Kingdom and returned to him in his bed while he slept. War contained primal power within its usage, an animalistic furor the word initiated on some basic level. Men would die and yet excitement still permeated the city. The Kingdom was preparing for war even though no one had ordered it so. Erol had left for Godwyn Keep to muster the resources needed to combat witchcraeft, the First Warden trained his men, and Nialls went to end it all before it even began.

War.

The word was a living thing, a disease, spreading through the populace while Nialls bled sadness at his son’s bedside, leaving him raw and exposed to his crumbling monarchy.

Nialls came to a door guarded by two Wards, their armor polished and their salutes crisp. They would have checked his visitor for weapons, ensured the diplomat carried nothing on his person other than the clothes on his back. Nialls walked into the room and closed the door, leaving the word of war and all of its dire nature behind him.

The chamber was large and bright, the windows across from him stretching from the floor to the ceiling and illuminating the corners with the dazzling day. Plush chairs, divans, and tables were set up for comfort. The collection of knowledge in this library was meant for visitors in the hope of bringing light to the darkness of the world. It was the room of choice today. Rather than intimidate his visitor in a tomblike room, the High King hoped to build a bridge between the division in La Zandia and that of the Kingdom.

Like a sliver of darkness against the bright windows, a figure stood with his back turned toward the High King. He was a nondescript man, with average height and build, balding slightly at the crown of his head where short, wavy hair slowly gave way to age. A thin woolen tunic covered a brown shirt, and black pants were neatly tucked into his boots. There was nothing remarkable about him, but his posture possessed dignity and authority. Nialls saw immediately the visitor was not someone who was prone to failure and demanded the most from those around him.

Nialls became more guarded than usual. The Marcher Lord chose his advisors well.

The High King waited for the man to turn. Even though the door closed loudly enough for the Marcher Lord’s emissary to know the High King was there, the visitor continued to stare through the windows down into the garden where the Rosemere shimmered under the sun at the pinnacle of the Wyllspring Garden. A cold front had come in overnight but had left almost as quickly, the last of summer’s oppression finally lifting to the cooler temperatures of early autumn, and the room had embraced the change in temperature. Nialls shivered. This would not be easy.

“Welcome to Aris Shae, Cael Barr,” Nialls said with sincere authority, hoping to pull the man’s attention back to the moment. “Thank you for traveling so far to speak with me.”

The figure remained enraptured by the window. “It’s ironic how the place of Godwyn Keep’s birth is also the prison of our greatest champion,” Cael said.

Nialls noticed the man had not used a formal title. This already did not bode well.

“She was a great evil,” responded Nialls, walking to the window. If he did not win over this man, war would be the only recourse left him. “But even now I wonder if her punishment was too harsh. To live undying through the ages is a fate worse than death, I think.”

“Evil is one side of a coin only,” Cael responded, turning to the High King. His brown eyes flashed in a plain face and bore into those of Nialls. “And it is one determined by the person flipping the coin. Who are you to classify it for everyone?”

“I am the High King of the Kingdom and anyone or anything to bring harm to my people becomes my responsibility. She did so then.”

“You are but a man, Nialls Chagne,” Cael said with disgust. “No different than I or those who are in La Zandia. Wisdom is not only yours to wield. Point of view arises from circumstances, circumstances that are often only half seen. You call Isere evil. I say she fought for the cause so her people would have the right to exist in the face of oppression. Godwyn Keep and the Kingdom may have the All Father’s blessing, but does the doctrine of the Codex say anywhere in its pages the Keep should rule over all? In fact, it preaches to embrace those who do not understand and turn away when they strike you. La Zandia desires nothing more than to have the right to practice its faith freely and without the restraint of the Kingdom.”

“What you suggest has been done in the past and failed,” Nialls said, trying to keep an open mind. “The pagan influence seems bent on dominating the world no matter how large a piece of it your religion owns. How do I know this self-titled Marcher Lord will not attack the Kingdom the moment he feels he is powerful enough to do so?”

“Laver Herid has the will of the people at his back, and they do not crave bloodshed of any kind.”

The High King paused to think. Cael Barr was crafty with his words. Nialls had never met the man before—Luc Chiret had filled him in—but he knew him to be a wealthy trade merchant in La Zandia. He would certainly know what the will of the people desired and how they felt about Laver Herid, but the question was how much of it was truth. Merchants worked hard to line their pockets, and Nialls could not be sure the man had not been bought with bribes, lies, or blackmail. What Cael Barr proposed was not illogical—and Nialls’s spies had not reported otherwise—but as with most political intrigues, there was more beneath the surface.

The pagan religion was one Nialls had read a great deal about but never fully understood. It drew its power from the land, and those of Blackrhein Reach worshipped a multitude of gods displaying various attributes. The Pontiffs of Godwyn Keep had used missionary forays into those areas to turn the people from their heathen ways, but the pagan influence endured. The few who remained active in the south had become embittered, from what Nialls knew, and Laver Herid had used that extremism for his own purposes. Now the threat had grown, and it would be heard, painfully if needs be.

Nialls pursed his lips. How was Godwyn Keep any different? To the people of the south, their gods were as real as the All Father. And yet Godwyn Keep had brought the power of the sword down upon the pagans and ended the faith’s future. The doctrine of the Codex said to put no faith before that of the All Father, and for centuries those of Godwyn Keep had used that to quell other faiths into submission and eventual conversion. With Nialls’s own faith fracturing from the events of his life, he no longer knew what he believed.

He would never openly oppress a people, but what would Pontiff Erol Tal do if he could? The Pontiff had made his beliefs known to the High King and his First Warden, and Nialls knew Erol’s aversion to the pagan lifestyle was for personal reasons rather than doctrine. The High King had to give Cael a grudging respect for bringing his ideas into this meeting, hoping Nialls was the type of High King who listened.

Cael continued. “The people of La Zandia willingly support Laver Herid. They crave a return to a time when they could be themselves and no longer hide their ancestry and culture from the Kingdom. They desire the power to set their crops right, to grow their families and be happy. Godwyn Keep and the faith of the Kingdom have squandered their rights to practice the faith of their ancestors for centuries. And you would deny them that right as well? Do you not listen to your own people?”

“I would deny them nothing,” Nialls cut Cael’s words like a knife. “Assurances aside, I also must keep safe those of the Godwyn faith within La Zandia who cannot keep themselves safe from your persecution. What of them?”

Cael sighed and took a seat at one of the circular tables in the room. A cloud passed over the sun, drowning the light to shadow for a few moments. Nialls sat across from him.

“I am not here to start a war, a conflict that would invariably bring the deaths of many thousands on both sides. I have come here, not at your request, as your letters desired, but because Laver Herid wishes to make you an offer.”

“He wishes to make me an offer?” Nialls questioned, angry at the inference. “I have offered increased trade to the province as incentive for building La Zandia’s economy and the wealth of its people. I have offered peace at every turn, and yet the Marcher Lord continues to build his armies. How can he make me an offer?”

“But you have not offered what we truly desire—religious freedom,” Cael said, placing his hands on the table and interlocking their fingers. “We but wish to live peacefully alongside our Godwyn friends and practice our culture and religion as we deem fit. La Zandia can remain a province of the Kingdom, but Godwyn Keep must be willing to let go its oppressive rule there and acknowledge Laver Herid’s pagan culture to be as viable as that of the All Father. In return, you have the pagan people’s assurances they will not transcend the border into your Kingdom or gain control of the province. It is culture we embrace and not political motivations.”

Nialls squinted at Cael. What the Marcher Lord desired had failed in the past and caused more suffering. Isere the Witch helped lead one such insurrection. Another had risen a few centuries ago, and the Kingdom had learned the hard way what it meant to allow the pagan faith room to grow. In both cases, an extremist, similar to the Marcher Lord in all ways, had risen to power and pushed for domination. Both times the Kingdom had been forced to intervene and the loss of life had been large. Now, after centuries of peace, a new threat rose. Nialls shook his head. If a man did not learn from the history that gave him life, he was doomed to practice that history again in the present.

“As I have said, this was tried before. How do I know after you’ve built considerable power from the cessation of hostilities that Laver Herid won’t fix his eye on the Kingdom again and attempt to conquer more territory? What assurances have you brought with you?”

“None,” Cael said. “Only my word and the word of my lord. Time will prove our truth.”

“Then this discussion is at an impasse, it would seem,” the High King shrugged.

“Don’t be so quick to dismiss this,” Cael pleaded. “Rather than start a war, wouldn’t you look to strengthening your Kingdom and improving life? Wouldn’t you rather be at your son’s side when he awakens?”

“How dare you?” Nialls angrily said. Nialls was taken aback. Discussing politics was one thing; discussing his personal life was something else entirely.

“Pagans could heal your son, you know,” Cael Barr said with calm. “Given time.”

“If I give into your demands?” Nialls said. Cael nodded. The pain of the prince’s status swirled out of the High King’s center and threatened to take control over his emotions. Nialls’s father had always said a good leader was not moved by the emotions of the self. Nialls fought against it but had come to his decision.

“Funny, I heard the same thing from one truly evil days ago.” Nialls shook his head, realizing this was all a game for Cael Barr. “Nothing in the current state of affairs in the pagan faith, the events taking place in La Zandia, or the lessons learned from history point to this being a good idea. I decline to accept the invitation. Please pass this message along to your Marcher Lord.”

“Even if that means war?” Cael asked, incredulous. “And the death of your son?”

Nialls nodded, although he had wished more than anything to not be High King at that moment and only be a father. “There was nothing more to say.

“Good day, Nialls,” said Cael as he rose, emphasizing the lack of formal title.

Angered, Nialls let the man go. Keeping him would do no one any good and only martyr him and his cause. It seemed the inevitable had finally caught up with him. Inaction was no longer an option, but he would not go blindly into the war. Erol and Rowen had prepared during the last week. It was time now to bring pressure upon the Marcher Lord and his province; it was time now to bring his force to bear on La Zandia.

Nialls had been thinking on how events were unfolding when a knock came at the door and broke him from the doldrums of his thoughts.

Luc Chiret, the Chancellor of Aris Shae, entered and bowed. “Thomas has returned, Your Majesty.”

The news giving him pause, the High King rose slowly from his seat. “Only Thomas?”

“Yes, he is waiting for you in your private audience chamber.”

Hope and despair struggling for dominance within the pit of his stomach, Nialls rose to find his former First Warden.

* * * * *

“What has happened, Thomas?”

Both men stood in the chamber they had met in weeks earlier. Thomas, his hair as wild as ever and his wrinkled face splotchy with fading yellow and green bruising, stared at the High King, his blue eyes hard. A small cut at his jaw was a dark purple scar of new, hard flesh. Whatever path the old man had found, it had been a difficult one.

“I am here to warn you, but I will assuage your fears and say the quest goes on. Even now, Arianna has freed Sorin from the dungeons of Keslich ’Ur where we were imprisoned, and if all has gone well, they have gone in search of the Hammer. If I know Sorin, he will not give up easily, and he still has the Giant and your Shadow to guide him. But the Kingdom has more to worry about than you know, and it is for that reason I am here.”

The old man was gruff and direct, distaste at having to speak with the High King alone written all over Thomas’s face. Nialls knew they would never become friends again. But Thomas had done the right thing in coming to the High King about his fears, and Nialls could not turn him away.

Thomas spent the next few moments detailing the events of the journey and foray into the Reach. Nialls listened intently, not interrupting Thomas until the battle at the Morliun Tower and the power displayed by the Giant. Nialls had sent out correspondence to Lockwood, and he heard nothing yet in return. The Giant race would make powerful allies and help maintain the peace of the Kingdom. Thomas also related the imprisonment in dark Keslich ’Ur, the loss of the Hammer once again, and the involvement of Arianna with saving Thomas, Tem, and Relnyn.

“How did you manage to get away even after she freed you?”

“The way was difficult, but Tem and I waited for the Morliun Tower gate to be reopened to the Kingdom below. Together we rode Sorin’s horse, Creek, through. While the winter is still held at bay here in the Lowlands, the Reach has been conducting scout parties into the wilds of the Kingdom near Birn and Sokern. Nathan and Tem ran across them before we entered the Reach. Those scout parties are laying plans to attack the Kingdom. When one of them left, we simply followed them out of the Reach.”

“Is the Woman King an imminent threat?” Nialls asked, worried anew at war.

Thomas shook his head. “It does not appear so. Thousands of men had been gathered around the castle walls of Keslich ’Ur, but they were in no position to break and march. Autumn has almost given way to winter in Blackrhein Reach, and soon snow and ice will be our only protection. The Kingdom is safe for now, but that safety ends as soon as spring returns.”

“I see,” the High King replied. The news Thomas brought with him only solidified in Nialls’s mind the need to find a solution for La Zandia. The sooner Laver Herid was removed from power, the sooner Nialls could put into motion plans to thwart Cwen Errich.

“Will you join your brother in the field then?” Nialls asked with hope.

“No,” answered Thomas, all too quickly.

Nialls crossed his arms. “Where will you go then?”

The old knight just stood there.

Nialls gestured to the door with an open palm. “Follow me for a moment, Thomas?”

The former First Warden looked as though he would bolt but surprised Nialls when he stepped aside to let the High King guide the way.

Nialls said nothing as he left the chamber and made his way through the palace. Thomas was behind him, an unheard presence like the Wards that protected the High King daily. More than a dozen winters had passed since Thomas quit his position, but even now he strode behind the High King as though he had never left. Thomas and Nialls had been close once; now they were as indifferent to one another as night was to day. Sometimes, he thought, life had a way of intervening and destroying the relationships one trusted most.

They took several stairways into the south part of the palace where one of the minor towers rose. The Hedge Tower was wide and stout, built as part of the palace wall and not much taller than it. The High King had made the decision to come to the tower to clear his head before the discussion with Cael Barr—being in the study, closed off from the world, was not doing him any good for what was to come—but he also decided to come here to prove a point to the older man and gain his assistance. While he took each step of the winding staircase, Nialls prayed he had the conviction to overcome the gulf that had split them for so long.

When the men reached the top of the tower, Nialls stepped out onto the walkway that circled the spire’s uppermost chamber. Because the palace sat high up on the hill, the stunted spire oversaw most of the city, Dockside, and the bay. The ocean spread out to the horizon, and Godwyn Keep glittered in the distance like a pearl amongst the waves. A light wind carrying with it the tang of cool autumn swept by Nialls, and he leaned up against the Hedge Tower’s waist-high parapet to absorb as much of the breeze’s freedom as he could. The old knight joined him and the men stared out over the city.

“A darkness has entered our world and grown strong, Thomas,” Nialls began, watching the tiny specks of gulls in Dockside spiral around one another on the currents of air before they dove for scraps of refuse at the wharf. “It is a darkness threatening our very existence. Somehow it has unbalanced the Kingdom and the lands beyond, turning the powers of the world against one another. It is a difficult time to see clearly. What is needed is the perseverance of noble men sacrificing their selfish tendencies for the overwhelming good of the people. It is only in this way we will defeat the evil that has risen.”

Thomas remained silent, the wrinkles at his eyes deep as he squinted into the distance.

“I need you, Thomas, more than ever. The Kingdom needs you,” Nialls continued, as he pointed to the sprawl of the city. “They need you. Those who live within our Kingdom have no knowledge of the real threat. Sure, they whisper about the tidings of war and believe they know what is happening, but they do not. You took the first step in reclaiming an important role in the Kingdom by going with Sorin into the Reach. Will you not help him and others like him by giving your heart to our cause once more?”

“I had hoped your political diplomacy would work while I was away,” Thomas said.

“The Marcher Lord responded to my letters by sending a delegate,” Nialls said, watching how the golden sunset draped the city rooftops in gold. He shook his head. “Cael Barr tried to convince me Laver Herid only wants religious freedom for the Kingdom’s people. After considering it, I realized I could not fail in recognizing history’s proof of what the Marcher Lord suggests.”

“That would have been foolish,” Thomas agreed.

Nialls nodded. “Fools suffer much, but I did the right thing by turning Cael Barr away. But now it—combined with the news you have brought from Blackrhein Reach—has opened up a more difficult path for the Kingdom to take. To walk it I must have the best men available to me, and you are one of them. You have been gone for a long time, but that does not change the man you are or the deep-seated honor you possess. I need you.”

“Our shared past will not permit it,” Thomas gruffly whispered.

“I have apologized countless times. For a High King to do so is an admission of the highest order of guilt. I regret the pain I inadvertently caused you. You and I both have lost much, and I don’t want those in the Kingdom to feel as we have and do. War comes, and you can help prevent the pain of others if you can remotely forgive me.”

“Rowen will not have me,” said Thomas. His argument was growing weaker.

“He will if I command it. I would not have you serve beneath him at any rate. I want you as an advisor and nothing more.”

“The Woman King won’t stop,” Thomas said. “Even after you quell La Zandia, she will be there waiting in the spring.”

Nialls shook his head, a frown etched into his face. “I know. Will you stand by the Kingdom and help prevent more bloodshed than is needed?”

Nialls could see Thomas was thinking long and hard on it.

“Perhaps death brought us back together,” Thomas eventually mused.

Perhaps the old knight was right, Nialls considered. “You have a purpose, Thomas. I don’t know what it is yet, but you do. Life and death, pain and suffering. I believe these things steer us to our more courageous days. They have come all too soon, I am afraid.”

“Why did you send your Shadow after us, Nialls?” Thomas asked, distrust mirrored in his eyes.

It did not matter if Thomas knew or not, Nialls suspected. “I won’t lie to you. She was an assurance. What is worse in the world—having one evil messiah or two?”

Thomas did not move. “I thought as much.”

Just then the echo of quickened footfalls reached Nialls, and he turned to face the room. One of the palace’s young pages burst into the room and found the High King. The boy stood before his liege, breathing hard from running up the stairs.

“The royal healer requests your presence in the Prince’s room, Your Majesty.”

“What is it?” Nialls asked. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s the prince…” was all the panting boy could utter.

Nialls took one look at Thomas before rushing from the tower.

* * * * *

When Nialls came to the doorway leading to Rayhir’s bedroom in the High King’s chambers, the door was open and empty. Fear emanated from it; the knowledge of the unknown and the sick certainty of what had happened struggled to suffocate him.

He moved through it without a thought and stood within the room, and the only sound was the thundering of the heart in his chest. Sari knelt at the foot of the bed. Noticing Nialls, she looked up at him with tear-stained cheeks and eyes as soft as any mother’s could be. At the side of the bed, the healer Riock sat in a chair, his hands cupped before him as though useless. The room was silent. The musty smell of cloistered decay clung to the room.

In the bed lay Rayhir, his face pale and eyes closed. Dark circles surrounded the pallid skin of his eyes; eyes that no longer fluttered in coma sleep. The covers of the bed had been thrown back. The boy’s long, gaunt frame spread out in repose. His arms were at his side. A waxy sheen covered his forehead and cheeks. Rayhir’s leg was exposed and the snakebite stared at him with two lifeless, magenta eyes in a sea of inflammation.

Nialls clenched his teeth; his son’s chest no longer rose and fell.

The High King rushed to the side of the bed and stared down at his son as his vision began to swim with tears. Sari sobbed harder but did not utter a word.

“There was nothing we could do,” Riock said, the bags under his eyes lending weight to his grief. “The bite wound…it opened up anew as if the snake bit him again. I just don’t understand.”

Nialls sat on the bed, lifted his son’s lifeless body, and cradled him as though he were a baby. Memories flooded him, moving through him like sand through a glass. The room darkened until nothing remained. His life stopped, and a part of him died. Nialls knew he would never gain it back. He hugged his son’s body tighter, and fought the anger he felt at this injustice.

“I am truly sorry, Your Majesty,” Thomas whispered from behind him.

Nialls heard the old knight’s words as though he were out of his body. Pain twisted inside of him, a red-hot poker existing everywhere at once. Cael Barr’s offer whispered within his heart and his loathing of what his life had become rose to a fevered state.

He touched the cool skin of his son’s forehead that had once been feverish.

A scream he did not understand as his own ached to tear free.

He cried, forgetting how to breathe.

He was the last of his family; he was no longer himself but someone changed.

As the tears fell and the pain in his chest threatened to crush his soul, he heard nothing but his own heartbeat, a sound beating out the knowledge he was now alone in the world.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 37


 


Wearing heavy woolen clothing supplied by Evelina, Sorin and Arianna left the warm confines of the cottage and stepped into the brisk morning. The air was crisp, and Sorin’s breath steamed out in front of him in lazy clouds. In the areas where the sunshine had failed to fall, a thin layer of frost coated the brittle grass and the smaller trees, giving the land a chilly aspect. The woodlands were still draped in fall colors, but the red maple to their right had lost more of its coat overnight and was becoming barer with each spiraling leaf to drop from its branches. Soon the rest of the trees would follow the maple’s suit and skeletons would stand amidst the evergreen fir and hemlock.

Evelina stepped out behind Sorin, wearing a thick hooded cloak for protection against the cold. She had been hospitable to the two companions, making a hot breakfast of oatmeal, sugar, and hard cheese while finding them warmer clothing. Sorin had slept undisturbed, the padded blankets beneath him infinitely more comfortable than the rock of Keslich ’Ur’s dungeons, until the smells emanating from the small kitchen had awoken his stomach. With packs holding a menagerie of supplies and foodstuffs, Sorin and Arianna were prepared to pursue the Hammer and regain it for Godwyn Keep before the unthinkable could happen.

Ganite stepped from behind the shadows of the cottage to sit near the maple, impervious to the freezing morning. It ignored them as it gazed out over the valley.

“Remember,” Evelina said, her cloak drawn about her. “The winter is closing in on us all in the Reach. Soon snow will fall and travel will become hazardous and difficult. The sooner you complete your journey, the better. It has been a long time since I have traveled into the hills and peaks of Clennick Mountains, but you don’t want to be caught in their clutches once the first snows start to fall.”

Sorin nodded, adjusting the pack on his back. “You are sure you will not come with us?”

“I cannot go,” the old woman said. “Knowing that, Ganite will also be of no help to you either. He is linked to me, for reasons I am still not fully aware of, and he cannot stray from me farther than that link allows. I have tested it. Apparently, I have lived beyond my use, a crumbling woman with faith as her old fruit. Perhaps my part in this has already passed.”

“Without you and Ganite, Arianna and I would be dead—or worse. You have done enough already.”

“While you slept, I prayed for your safety and later dreamed of a black stallion as wild as the land and as lost as an orphaned foal. I believe dreams are the All Father’s way of distributing knowledge without the contradictions life brings to our pursuit of truth. I can, however, tell you this: Artiq is more important than you realize. The key to your survival and that of the land revolves around Aerom’s horse. I am certain of it.”

“Why are you sure of it, Evelina?” Arianna asked with an interest in her eyes Sorin had not seen before.

“I don’t know how, child, but I know it to be so nonetheless,” Evelina replied. “I have spent more than a normal lifetime teaching, reading, and studying the words of the All Father. His word is filled with great wisdom, but it is often what lies behind the message that can be the most important aspect of the Codex.” She paused, the cold chafing her cheeks red. “Sorin, you have had better care and learning than what Godwyn Keep could have given you. You are not polluted as some become. I see the strength of the All Father in your eyes. But Artiq is also mentioned in the Codex, and it is apparent you both will play roles in the final events to come.”

“I feel a part of Artiq in a way I have never felt with anyone or anything ever. It’s as though he and I have known one another all our lives. It defies explanation.”

“Miracles defy logic, Sorin. That’s why they are called so.”

Sorin had had a similar thought in Lockwood. And to him, Evelina was a miracle. She had removed herself from the service of Godwyn Keep in order to answer the call of a higher purpose she solely believed in, illogical though it had been. It was not written in the stars; the Codex had not dictated it to her. The faith she possessed came from within her. Sorin began this quest as a choice, but he did not know if its roots were based in faith. He had spent his life going to church, upholding the ideals taught him by his pastor and his parents, but he had never truly come to terms with them himself and learned their lessons alone. When his parents were killed, he wondered how the All Father could allow such a thing to happen. The innocence of his childhood had been destroyed, leading to Sorin questioning his role in the world he lived in. Now he had more answers, but enough questions remained to shadow the truth of Artiq.

“Last night, you said you’ve come to your own belief about how the events of the world come into being. What do you believe?” Sorin asked her.

She smiled kindly at him. “I believe providence guides our hearts, my son. The great design people argue about—does the All Father control our every movement or do our choices alone shape the future—these are matters of philosophy and speculation at best. The All Father exists, his power can be felt, but there have been those over the centuries who believe him to be incapable of laying his hand directly on the world—for his perfection to be sullied by our imperfection would ruin him and the world.

“I am one of them. I choose to believe an entity that powerful can set into motion events for the greater good through the faith residing within each of our hearts. In that way, the All Father does not break the boundaries of the world and we also shape the future by our actions. What do I believe? I believe in both happening at the same time, a design within a design.”

Evelina moved forward and bowed. “I believe you capable of great and wondrous things. Soon, maybe you will too.”

Before he knew what he was doing, Sorin stepped forward and kissed Evelina’s cheek. “I didn’t come here to fail.”

The old woman smiled warmly, and life danced in her eyes. “In this, as with many things, there are infinite possibilities in the paths we may tread. There is no absolute means to an end. Remember that, Sorin.”

Evelina moved forward to embrace Arianna and then stepped back to look. “Beware of the skies and the mountains. Artiq brought you far, but Keslich ’Ur has a mighty reach, even this far from the main castle. For years Ganite has kept me safe, but soon that protection will be taken from you. The Woman King will not have forgotten you that easily, and shrikes can travel far. As for the mountains, there are said to be large, shaggy beasts in their environs and other creatures best left alone. Be wary.”

“Thank you,” Sorin said simply.

Evelina nodded to them both. “Fare thee well. You both will be in my prayers.”

Sorin moved from the house, the faint crunch of fresh frost beneath his boots. His new clothes wrapped him in warmth, but the crisp air stung his nostrils and cheeks. Ganite rose from where it sat to walk alongside Sorin, the hulking creature silent. Arianna followed a step behind.

When Sorin came to the edge of the woman’s gardens and turned around to look at the former Pontiff one last time, Evelina had disappeared.

Ganite took the lead then, moving fluidly forward like a large wolf. Sorin wondered how intelligent the grotesque was and where its sentience had come from. Ganite had been created by the Feyr to ward Godwyn Keep. What did the Feyr know of producing a stone creature like Ganite and giving it free will? Where did their power come from? The people of the Kingdom had always distrusted the fey nation—their faith not quite Godwyn, not quite pagan—and that mistrust had been the initial catalyst for the War of the Kingdoms. The Feyr, it seemed, were a people lost to the winds and uncertain of their place in the world. Ganite was the epitome of the Feyr’ placement in both worlds; he was a creature of neither. Perhaps the grotesque gained its authority and intelligence from its owner, in this case from Evelina. Pondering this, Sorin breathed in the chilly air and followed the marble entity into the southern forest and toward the jagged mountaintops in the distance.

The morning wore on and the sunlight strengthened enough to banish most of the chill from the world. Sorin and Arianna climbed the rugged landscape of the southern Reach, Sorin’s legs burning with the exertion. The world had become a series of valleys and peaks with no easy way to navigate them, and his long exposure to the dungeons of Keslich ’Ur and his flight from the wolves had exhausted him in ways he was only now discovering. Arianna was tireless next to him, her breathing even and her eyes forward, and Sorin fought to keep pace with her. The land about them changed as well; the higher they traveled the more autumn had stolen from the summer’s scenery, and damp, moldering leaves silenced their striding steps.

Before midmorning had come, Ganite suddenly stopped as though halted by an invisible, massive hand. The grotesque looked back at them. They had come to the crest of a tall hill and a long valley disappeared into the distance before new heights and tall mountains came to claim it for their own. More fir trees survived here, their winter coats still dark green. Steel-grey cloud cover had moved into the Reach, suffocating the sunshine, and mists spun from the peaks of the Clennick Mountains in the distance to reach their icy clutches to the lands below. They were still days away from the Rune even if they kept up a strong pace. And now their guide was unable to help them. The companions moved ahead of Ganite and stared at him.

 “Well, I guess this is as far as it can go,” Sorin said.

Arianna stood fixed, staring at the stone monstrosity. Ganite seemed to look back at her as well, and its fingers gripped the brown turf like a cat kneading a blanket. It made no sound.

“Are you all right, Arianna?” Sorin asked, about to step closer to the young woman.

She turned, the spell she had been under broken. “I’m fine. And Ganite is a he.”

Sorin adjusted the bedroll on his back, the fire in his legs from the climb dissipating. “What do you mean?”

“Ganite isn’t an it as you keep saying, but a he. I don’t know how I know, but it’s true.”

She then stepped close to the grotesque and reached up to touch its face with a gentle hand. Ganite lowered its head as if aware of the woman.

“Goodbye,” she whispered.

She turned away, and they left Ganite, walking down the hill through a copse of white birch, being careful not to slip on the soft, unsettled soil. Sorin glanced back. Ganite had lowered himself down on his haunches and watched the two vanish from view. Soon Arianna and Sorin were once again alone.

A brightening within the thick layer of clouds signaled the coming of afternoon. While walking through the valley and keeping away from its marshy middle, Sorin turned to Arianna. “You seemed very interested in Artiq when Evelina brought him up before we left. Is there any particular reason why?”

Arianna did not turn but kept her eyes on the forest around them. “She is a wise woman, and listening to her advice is about all we have left.” Her eyes flicked to Sorin before she continued. “I guess I want to make sure we get as many answers as possible, that’s all.”

There was more she was hiding. Sorin wondered anew why Nialls had sent her. Sorin still did not know her or what her role as the High King’s Shadow entailed, but he sensed a sinister aspect to her life—one a part of her rebelled against even as she carried it through. Although he wondered at her role, he knew she was not there to betray him or lead him astray. She was his friend in this wilderness, and he had to give her credit for coming after him and keeping him safe. Even after freeing him, she had risked her life when the wolves attacked, stepping forward with her sword drawn in the heat of the moment. Her answers were plausible but they lacked a conviction Sorin needed to hear. 

“When the wolves attacked and before Ganite appeared,” Sorin started, attempting a different route. “What did you throw at the wolf? It was some kind of vial that swallowed that beast in flame.”

She smiled ruefully. “Ahh, that. It’s a concoction of flammable liquids. If thrown hard enough, it combusts on impact. Just a little something I picked up along the way. Animals hate it, of course.”

“You learned that in service to the High King?” Sorin asked a little too assertively.

She pulled up short, turning to face him. “Is this an inquisition of some kind?”

Sorin stopped as well and shrugged. “I know nothing about you, and yet here you are aiding me. I’m just trying to make sense of it all.” He paused. “Then there’s what happened back there with Ganite. Do you know something about him you aren’t telling me? It almost seemed like you were speaking with him or something.”

“I wasn’t talking to him.” She laughed, and then became serious abruptly. “He is very special and few alive have seen him. I guess you could say I was absorbed by his wonder.” She fell silent as she trudged forward again.

Sorin also grew quiet and focused on the task at hand. They pressed on. He had found an endurance he had previously thought was lost, a second wind that pushed him forward. They had only taken a short break during midday, but as the afternoon wore on, his endurance waned with it, a constant depletion of energy. As they climbed, however, it was easier to travel across country as most of the leaves had fallen from the trees and brush, giving them free passage. The gloom thickened as the evening began, and the woodlands became more still. Only the sound of the wind and the rustle of the trees surrounded them. Every step brought them closer to their goal; every step brought them closer to winter’s touch.

When the light began to fail and the deepening gloom brought with it cold, Sorin suggested they stop for the night. A jagged outcropping of rock at the bottom of a hill gave relief from the elements and a meadow formed a half circle around the rock before evolving once more into the barren forest. Sorin removed his pack, feeling an ache penetrating his shoulders and upper back. He could still see the rolling hills and valleys of the Reach behind them.

“We’d better build a fire,” he said. “It’s going to get cold.”

“I’ll gather tinder and scavenge the forest for wood,” Arianna said, also dropping her pack and roll. “Those clouds look a lot like snow to me.”

Sorin tasted the air. She was right. He could also feel it in his bones. If winter came early—even for Blackrhein Reach—they were going to have a difficult time of it.

After they had set up a meager campsite, Arianna built a small fire with the fuel she had found to last them most of the night. The outcropping of rock shielded the light from the sky, and darkness settled in around them, a wall of impenetrable blackness held at bay by the flames. They ate a quick, cold meal, huddled next to the heat, and did not speak.

Arianna watched Sorin from across the fire. “You can trust me, Sorin,” she said quietly.

“I know,” he said simply and meant it.

She curled up next to the fire within her bedroll and closed her eyes. Sorin found a warmth spreading from the fire into his tired muscles, and soon he laid down as well, the effects of his long day’s exertions catching up to him. He closed his eyes.

Sleep stole over his consciousness like a thief, taking Sorin to his dreams.

* * * * *

Sorin was aware of a deadened wrongness on the air.

It was not a smell or a sound that brought him alert. It was not anything as overt as what the human senses could discern. He opened his eyes and strained his ears; nothing seemed out of place. The flickering orange and yellow light of the fire still burned, and he was safe within his bedroll. It was still night. Above him, the shaft of rock loomed.

He was about to close his eyes and fall back asleep, pushing the instinctual worry he felt away, when it came to him.

It was not an obvious threat or change to the night; it was the lack of sensation Sorin felt. He did not feel the cold of the mountains or the heat of the flames on half of his body or the wool bedding about him. He did not hear the snap of the fire’s embers or the breeze in the trees and about the hill. It was as if the entire world had become dead to him, as though his skin had lost all capacity to feel and his ears all ability to hear. Fear lanced through him like a lightening strike, and he shot up from his bed to look around.

Their campsite was the same, but Arianna was gone.

In her place across the fire sat a man with skin so pale it was almost translucent. He wore a cloak loosely on his shoulders, but the cowl was lowered to reveal raven-black hair and defined cheekbones that curved smoothly beneath eyes as black as obsidian. They were dead eyes, devoid of good intention, and when Sorin stared back, an itch in the depths of his soul responded to the man. At his visitor’s right hip, an object bulged through his cloak, a weapon of some kind. Despite Sorin’s unsettling discovery, he fought to maintain his composure.

Sorin had seen the man before. It was the Woman King’s warlock from Keslich ’Ur.

“Who are you, and what have you done with Arianna?” Sorin asked, amazed his voice carried any weight on the dead air. The voice did not echo in the clearing, and no other sound filled the night.

“You know who I am, brother,” the man said, cursing the last word even as his Reach accent had vanished from his lips.

Revulsion and shock swept through Sorin. He did know him. Although the man sitting across from Sorin had entered the throne room of Keslich ’Ur and the Woman King had pronounced him as one of her own, Sorin now saw that had never been the case. This man had weaseled his way into the confidence of Cwen Errich and used her to gain what he wanted. He was a man willing to make any sacrifice to see his will imposed on the many; he was the man Sorin had been hunting ever since leaving Aris Shae.

“Kieren,” he whispered.

A cruel smile spread over the other man’s pale countenance. “Indeed.”

Sorin sat up straighter. “How did you find us?”

“Lighting a beacon was useful,” Kieren said. A smile devoid of humor revealed white teeth. “But it was my friend who found you.”

A movement in the trees behind Kieren caught Sorin’s awareness for the first time. It was a massive dragon, larger than the one he had fought at A’lum, and its scales rippled black in the weak light of the fire like the midnight around it. The beast had lowered itself on all fours amidst the trees, and its wings were tucked neatly against its back. Its spiky head was lifted into the air on a long, rustling neck and black eyes like Kieren’s glittered behind lazy eyelids as the creature blinked at the fire. It snorted when Sorin made eye contact with it. The dragon was Kieren’s, and like when surrounded by the wolves, a deep fear of the events crept into Sorin’s innards. Evelina had warned them shrikes of the Keslich ’Ur rookery could find them, but this massive creature was a far more dangerous predator of flight.

If the dragon was so close and he was in danger, why had Artiq not come?

“You are asking yourself right now why that manic, overzealous horse has not come to your rescue,” Kieren grinned, sitting forward a bit closer to the impotent fire. “I’ll answer. I knew to have this meeting it would require a level field for us to discuss matters. You have untapped, raw power, and that fickle horse is part of it. To keep things simple, I chose to do this in your dreams. After all, the beast cannot come to your aid if you have a nightmare.”

“No,” Sorin replied, looking around.

“It is. It was the only way I could protect my interests. That beast has a way of looking out for you and this meeting is far too important to be interrupted. Suffice it to say, it won’t be.”

Sorin knew he spoke the truth. It made sense. The lack of heat and sound other than that of the two men’s voices; he was within his own dream, and the meeting with Kieren was taking place out of the physical world. He did not know what he would find if he woke up, but he knew Kieren and his dragon were nearby, and there was nothing he could do to stop what was happening.

“Why are you here?” Sorin asked. “What have you done with Arianna?”

“She is safe, at least for the moment, packed away as to not harm you.”

“What do you mean to not harm me? I think it you and not her I need protection from.”

Kieren smiled a bloodless grin. “On the contrary, Sorin, she was sent to kill you.”

Sorin stared hard at the man, but his thoughts swirled. He could not trust Kieren; any word from him would be laced with deceit. But Sorin also knew the Kingdom’s Shadow was an instrument of the High King, and she had been hiding something from Sorin ever since she saved him from the dungeons of Keslich ’Ur. He had suspected something was going on, but he did not know who to believe. Maybe now he could gain some insight from the twisted half-truths Kieren would tell.

“You know it is true, I see,” Kieren said.

“I don’t believe you,” Sorin replied. “You are the one trying to kill me. Why not do it and be done with it?”

“Is that what you think your entire journey has been about? If I wanted you dead, it would have happened long ago. Even my dragonmount Rashykh could have flown in and killed you and your little friend without so much as rustling the trees. No, killing you would defeat my personal interests.” Kieren stared at Sorin through the flames. “Your High King sent his little Shadow puppet to murder you in case you were to fall to the darkness within your own heart.”

Sorin did not want to believe it. “That’s why the jerich has left me alone,” Sorin whispered. “You want me alive.”

“It merely placed you on the path. Right to me. It took a while for that ungainly spirit to see the grander design in all of this after I had released it. He was most inhospitable when I succeeded in persuading the Master you could be an asset if given the right motivations. The jerich saw the right of it, and he is now serving the Master against your High King.”

“If what you are saying is true, Arianna has nothing to worry about. I’m not evil nor will I ever become so.”

“No, not yet, but you should not be so quick to dispel the notion. You are well on your way to it. Every human spirit has a breaking point—a crux if you will—where it snaps like a twig and alters one’s outlook. Your parents are dead because of who you are. The High King is using you as his pawn but has deemed your life unimportant if you sway but a little from his governance. You have no home, no family. Your friends—that pathetic old knight and the Giant—have abandoned you. Just as my life crumbled so will your life crumble, and you will see the error of your ways; you will see the truth of the entire world.”

Sorin thought about the Rosemere and the meeting he had with Isere the Witch. She had said he would not kill Kieren, but instead he would kill two Pontiffs. Thomas had said not to trust the imprisoned Witch, and yet Kieren was recounting almost what she said. Evelina was long behind him, and there was nothing that could happen that would force him to kill the old woman. Especially, he thought, with Ganite around. How could any of this come true? It made no sense. He thought about Evelina’s ability to look between the passages of the Codex to find the real truth; Sorin wished he had that ability right now.

“Why meet me here now?” Sorin questioned. “Why do you even need me?”

“I had to wait until that Godwyn Keep block of rubble could no longer interfere. Before that, it would be have been too early. I brought you here to twist you, to make you see what the world has become. It is no longer a place for the innocent.”

“There is good in the world, Kieren,” Sorin said. “Don’t do what you have planned.”

“No!” Kieren grated. “It is evil, has been made evil by men in authority and following religions. They murder in the name of their gods. Look at Laver Herid or Cwen Errich or Nialls Chagne or Erol Tal. What do they all have in common? They want the destruction of their neighbors in the name of their religion, and they will do anything to make it happen. They have grown extreme, and it is their people who suffer.” Power smoldered in the evil man’s black eyes and rage filled his face. “No more. Not when I am finished with this world.

“You were to die, but the Master and I saw an opportunity,” Kieren continued, his anger cooling for a moment. “I saved you. You have begun to lose what I lost—home, family, innocence, future—and we will set it right. All was going as planned until you escaped from the Woman King. It was her role to hurt you, to make you see what I have seen. That will come in time, I promise you. You don’t even know how close it is.”

“You want me to become like you, twisted and evil?” Sorin shook his head, his own anger rising. “What happened to you? How did you become this way? Was it Godwyn Keep? You probably don’t even know why it is you do the things you do. The Wrathful has made you its puppet instead.”

The muscles along Kieren’s jaw clenched briefly, and his black eyes reflected more of the fire than what Sorin had previously noticed.

“Godwyn Keep,” he spat. “Before I went there, my memories were pleasant. But my nightmare began there and continued after I fled the Keep and returned to La Zandia. There, I discovered Laver Herid’s father killed my parents. The pagan threat began rising and dissidents were executed. The Herid bloodline took my parents from me. I promised I would set it right. I learned during those hard days, nothing good comes from religion. Not from the All Father, not from the gods of the pagans, not from the Feyr who hoard their wisdom and keep it from the world behind a false pretense of damages done to them in the past. But Godwyn Keep took more from me than the pagans or the Feyr ever could.”

“What happened at Godwyn Keep?” Sorin pried.

“Pontiff Garethe,” Kieren said with an even greater disdain than he had shown Sorin. He looked as though he might scream in livid rage “He is dead now, thief of innocence. He can no longer harm children who can’t protect themselves. He now burns for eternity where grovelers meet their fate.”

What Kieren recounted shook Sorin to his core. Sorin had heard of men who wanted to possess what they could not understand, to the point of crossing naturally forbidden lines. They were drawn to the power, the conquest, and when it involved a child it often became destructive for both. Kieren had been a special young man possessing talents the world had only seen once before. How a Pontiff of Godwyn Keep—a church man with his promises to follow and teach the word of the Codex—could have succumbed to such needs, Sorin did not know, but when he looked into Kieren’s eyes and saw the pain mirrored there, Sorin knew it to be true.

“I’ve seen who you are, at the very heart of your soul, Sorin,” Kieren continued, cutting off Sorin’s thoughts, his pain replaced once more by the fires of his rage. “We are more alike than you know. I know you care for the High King’s wench despite what I have told you. It will irrevocably be your undoing. Now, you sit there, free of her murderous hand. But I think your education has a few more steps to go.”

“Where is Arianna?” Sorin hissed.

“I have taken the girl. I will hurt her if you attempt to stop me. The destruction of the Rune is the surest way to end Godwyn Keep’s rule, and through the Hammer—directly and indirectly—I will bring pain to those who have wronged me. If you come after me, it will only accelerate your path to the inevitable.”

Kieren stood, and the folds of his cloak moved aside long enough for Sorin to see the Hammer of Aerom looped into the man’s belt. It was a simple hammer, one used by older blacksmiths to pound raw, heated iron into thin ribbons, and its handle spanned the length of Kieren’s thigh, just past his knee. The Hammer’s black metal head glinted orange and yellow in the fire’s light while the artifact’s leather-wrapped wooden handle looked as though it had recently been replaced. It was plain and simple and had no carvings. Although it looked heavier than many of the tools in Sorin’s father’s forge, Kieren was unencumbered by the weapon’s weight. If this were not a dream, the object of his quest would have been within his immediate grasp. He trembled inside, angry at what Kieren meant to do with it.

“Yes, the Hammer is no longer Cwen Errich’s weapon. Her part in this is almost over. Now it is just you and me. Your friends can no longer help you.”

A warm sensation began to overcome Sorin’s thoughts, and he found it hard to concentrate on Kieren’s words. He felt light-headed. No matter how he fought it, he was falling back into normal sleep while a powerful, alien song not of Kieren’s making reached out for him and reassured Sorin the path was right.

“Sleep,” said Kieren, his voice following Sorin down into the depths of darkness.

When Sorin awoke in the morning, the cold had returned and tiny snowflakes sifted to the forest floor from a drab sky. Kieren and his dragon were gone.

And Arianna was gone with them.

* * * * *

Other than the thickening snowflakes, Sorin was alone.

He had risen from his sleep and searched the area for Arianna. It was as though she had vanished into thin air, with no trace of her leaving in the surrounding grass and soil of the forest. Her bedroll, pack, and other supplies were where she had left them before falling asleep. A large indentation at the edge of the forest where Kieren’s dragon had sat in the dream remained, but there was no evidence of where the beast or its rider had disappeared to. It had all been real. If that were the case, Kieren had done what he had promised to do and was on his way to the Rune of Aerilonoth to complete his mission.

The fire had long since vanished, its embers still smoking but buried within a blanket of dead ash. Although it was cold, Sorin sat next to the fire anyway. He had Arianna’s belongings, his bedroll and pack, and nothing else. He had food and warm enough clothing if the weather did not become too chilling, but he had no mount to help him in his journey. Even if he had one, how could he possibly catch up to Kieren and his dragon? The snowfall might hinder the beast some—dragons migrated to the warmer regions during winter in the Krykendaal Mountains—but there was no guarantee a dragon under the influence of Kieren would even care. He would have to pray the cold temperatures would be enough to allow Sorin a chance.

The snow thickened and began to stick, and the visibility of the land around him worsened as the morning progressed. Sorin had no idea how long it had been snowing but it would undoubtedly have begun sticking earlier in the elevations above him. He consolidated the supplies and shouldered his pack; every moment he waited was one he would never gain back.

He took a deep, cold breath. He would try to call Artiq.

Evelina said he had to believe in himself. When he had been frantic in the dank dungeons of Keslich ’Ur, he had created light from nothing more than a thought. The power buried within him had answered, but it had not come easily. Now he was in need once more. Sorin had to get Arianna back and stop Kieren from using the Hammer. He was desperate. He hoped now his desperation would see him through in his moment of need.

Sorin closed his eyes, the outcropping of rock shielding him from the sky, and drove down into the same place he had found the power before.

The link he and Artiq had shared was there, but it was broken. Sorin called to the great animal, trying to entice Artiq to cross the void out of Sorin’s need for him. The horse stamped and whickered with annoyance, unable to answer the call. Sorin reached out, bringing his will to bear, but nothing happened. The horse and rider could not come together.

Opening his eyes, Sorin stared at the thin layer of snow gathering in the clearing and thought hard. Evelina said there were sometimes different paths to go by, and sometimes it was one a person did not know they were on that resulted in their destination. The light in the dark dungeon had come only after he shirked the idea that he had to sing like other members of Godwyn Keep to bring his power to bear. It had just been there, but there was no link he had to create. Here he was trying to connect with another entity, and maybe a different approach was required with Artiq. Closing his eyes, he tried again.

Nothing happened. The chasm remained. Instead of concentrating on the animal and forcing it into service, Sorin decided to focus on himself and the soul that empowered him.

In the depths of being, he saw a black edge to his essence and he knew it was not his capacity to be evil but his inability to believe in himself and the role he was to play in the world. It was benign in nature, but he believed it was also what was holding him back. Thoughts of Evelina and her departure from Godwyn Keep intruded into his mind. She had one of the most powerful positions in the Kingdom, but it was because of a conviction she gave it all up. She believed in something so powerful and beyond herself, she was willing to give up her life for that of a destiny she could hardly prove as fact. He had to want to help the world as much as she did—as much as the High King did although he no longer had a family to fight for, as much as Thomas did although coming along on the quest had been in direct conflict with his beliefs. With the knowledge he could fail—fail at keeping Arianna safe and the world free of Kieren’s influence—his resolve strengthened and flame born of his conviction burned the fears and doubts he had away, leaving him whole. He was the person his parents had always wanted him to be; he was the son the Codex had ordained.

Sorin turned back to the void, but instead of calling the animal he merely pulled the two links together, dissolving the darkness between them and its coercive banalities. The link drew him to Artiq and the horse to him. Artiq hesitated for only a moment before a wash of emotions Sorin had never experienced from the great animal before entered him—pride, purity, and unerring power. Other foreign thoughts entered Sorin, but he embraced them and made them his own.

The horse was his now, an element of the land, and Sorin understood these things were now his as well, and nothing would shatter the link they shared again.

He reached out to the great animal, wherever it was in the world, asking it for help. The thundering spirit that drove the horse responded immediately to its new master, the churning of its hooves echoing in Sorin’s head. It drew close. The snow fell in puffy white flakes, but Sorin ignored it. He was only aware of Artiq. The horse arrived from within the dark boundaries of the forest exactly where Sorin knew he would, a patch of powerful midnight amidst the snowfall. It waited patiently, settled, its eyes no longer rolling in their sockets but composed and ready.

Not knowing why, Sorin bowed to the creature. Artiq whickered softly and pawed the snow. It had come for him, steadfast and willing and true.

With the knowledge time was against him, Sorin pulled himself up onto the black stallion and adjusted his pack before grabbing the silky strands of Artiq’s mane. With a thought, Artiq leapt forward in a flurry of hooves, the wet snow and soft dirt flung into the air behind them.

The icy, snow-covered mountains were invisible in the distance, enshrouded in the fury of winter’s first storm, the tendrils of mist awaiting Sorin and Artiq.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 38


 


When the intermittent, large drops of rain began to fall onto the traveling battalions of the Kingdom’s army, High King Nialls Chagne was reminded of the tears he had shed. The expansive grasslands of the Strelock Plains engulfed the group, and the grey gloom of the low-lying clouds mirrored the land below into the distant horizon. Other than the army, nothing moved in the plains. It was as if the plains were a wasteland frozen in time, devouring any hope Nialls still had, and the army moved ever forward through it toward its confrontation with the Marcher Lord and the men and women of La Zandia.

The march had gone as smoothly as it could with a host this size, and its passage through the land had been uneventful. The High King and his army had been on the move for days, and Nialls had spent his nights under the counsel of his First Warden and the Pontiff of Godwyn Keep. Together they had formalized their plans for once they arrived in La Zandia. But when his advisors would leave, and the emptiness of his tent echoed the lonely aspects of his heart, Nialls was plagued with visions of Rayhir’s slack face as the High King had held his son’s dead body.

The smattering of raindrops ceased almost as quickly as they had come, but the smell of rain remained. Storm clouds followed the High King’s army out of the west. Nialls breathed it in. Rayhir had loved this season more than the others—autumn, with its colorful changes and moody weather, its cooling touch and deliberate, slowed pace. The land became bountiful for the farmers as the rest of the Kingdom’s populace prepared for winter. The autumn hills were alive with color, the humidity lessened, and the hunt—a favorite pastime of the Royal Prince—was in full swing. Rayhir should have been at his father’s side during this trial of hardship; now he would never ride or hunt again.

With every trot Swift took, the mountains of La Zandia in the far distance grew larger. Nialls clenched his pain away. He was angry he could not take Cael Barr’s offer for pagan help to save his son—being High King had prevented it. Now, as High King, he had nothing. Rage filled him as Cael Barr’s smug assurances permeated his thoughts, and he knew he would take that rage with him to La Zandia. Time would reveal a reckoning.

Men surrounded him in their battle gear, ready to follow their High King to war. It was a small consolation to Nialls. In his heart, Nialls knew he was risking oblivion. He had grown cold after he let go of his son. The crumbling of his Kingdom mirrored what was taking place within. Nialls was gravitating toward the same wellspring of sorrow to have plagued his former First Warden, and the precipice yearned to pull him into its void and destroy the man he used to be.

Thomas rode behind the High King, a spectral presence in the sea of the army. The old knight had not said much since his return, preferring to remain outside the group of advisors, but for the first time, Nialls could relate to the pain Thomas had endured. They were now kindred.

At that moment, Rowen rode close to Nialls, bringing his horse alongside Swift. “We will reach the La Zandian border and our encampment by nightfall, Your Majesty.”

“How are those from Godwyn Keep holding up?” Nialls asked.

“They are tougher than even they know, I bet. Being unused to travel has strained some of them, but Pontiff Erol and his two Pontifices are seeing to their needs. In my opinion, the ride is merely toughening them for the trial ahead.”

“Does the Pontiff believe it will be an issue once we arrive?”

Rowen shrugged. “The force he sent as a Pontifex has been there for weeks. They have warded off the few skirmishes of witchcraeft the Marcher Lord sent at them and will be able to maintain any assault as long as it isn’t too sustained. That will give Godwyn Keep’s reinforcements time to rest before we bring a front on Laver Herid with our current battalions.”

Nialls frowned. He knew Rowen had been biting at the chance to illustrate his prowess as First Warden of the Kingdom. With Thomas returned from the wilds of Blackrhein Reach, it only increased Rowen’s desire to do so.

“Have you spoken to your brother yet?” Nialls questioned.

“No, and I have no wish to do so,” Rowen said simply, his eyes scanning the plains.

“He is now an advisor, like you. He will be a great help during this time of strife.”

“He is nothing like me,” Rowen grated. He looked around to see if anyone had heard him. “As long as he stays out of my way, everything will go as planned, Your Majesty.”

Rowen wheeled his mount and rode back to speak to two of his captains. More than a thousand warden and priests from Godwyn Keep had joined the seven thousand men of the Aris Shae army, and it was one of the largest hosts in recent history. Protected by his Aegis Guard, Erol rode somewhere on the far right flank with his contingent, discussing possible strategies with his High Captain. Two Godwyn Council members—Pontifex Valarie Reu and Pontifex Geoffrey Lonoth—had also joined, both talented in the arts of their Order. Despite all of the men and resources at his disposal, Nialls could not dispel the feeling it was all for naught.

“Thomas,” Nialls requested.

The old knight cantered his chocolate stallion forward. “If you are going to ask me if Rowen is doing the correct thing, you already know the answer. He was trained by the same man as I was.”

“I have faith in him,” Nialls said. He pointed at Thomas’s horse. “I see a farm horse has risen in the ranks to become a military mount.”

“Sorin trained him well,” Thomas said, patting Creek. “He carried me from the Reach, and his speed is unparalleled. To repay him I thought I would bring him to a war.”

Nialls’s frown lifted briefly, but he grew serious again. “After being there, do you still honestly believe Sorin can accomplish what he was sent to the Reach to do? The Reach is a very dangerous place, and he only has the Giant and Arianna to guide him. Can he still save the Hammer before it is used against us?”

“I don’t know, Nialls, but I do know this,” Thomas said, capturing the High King with assured sincerity. “If Sorin is even half the man Arvel Westfall was, you couldn’t have put your faith in a more appropriate place. And after knowing Sorin for a short time, I think he is very much like his father.”

Nialls thought of Arianna. Sending her was one more decision he was now unsure of. If Sorin acted in any way as though he were adopting evil as Kieren had, Nialls had ordered Arianna to kill Sorin. But after hearing Thomas speak of Sorin, he prayed Arianna would not carry out her errand unless she was absolutely sure and had given Sorin every benefit of doubt.

The High King turned back to Thomas. “How do you do it?”

The pale blue eyes squinted at Nialls. “What do you mean?”

“My son is dead. I have lost everything my heart held dear. How did you go on living after the tragedy of your family?”

“I didn’t go on living, Nialls. I died the moment they died,” Thomas said, pointing at Nialls. “I am a different man now, less than a man in many ways. You, however, must be strong now. You had Rowen when I left to fill in the vacancy of my position; the Kingdom does not have another High King to govern it. It may be in this way you redeem yourself to me.”

“Every instinct I have tells me to run, to find solace in the fleeing.”

“I know that feeling,” Thomas grimaced. “But again, I was not the High King. You have a greater responsibility than anyone. You cannot leave and return whenever you wish; you wear the crown, and only death relieves a High King of his duty.”

Nialls took a deep breath. Thomas sounded like Nialls’s father, and he had always been right when it came to matters of the monarchy. Nialls took a steadying breath. These were the times to try men. He had to persevere or all could be lost.

“My children would have been parents by now,” Thomas said, staring into the distance. “I would have been a grandfather. Soon I will go to join them, and I too will be at peace.”

The hills had grown closer, and the High King could make out their definition—trees, boulders, and the shape of the land—when he saw a speck moving on the horizon toward them. Peering closer, he could tell it was a rider approaching from La Zandia. The diamond-starred pennant of the Kingdom blew in the breeze from a lance thrust high into the air.

At that moment, a loud cheer leapt into the air from the host at Nialls’s back, and his men knew their long journey was over.

“Let’s get this over with,” the High King said to no one in particular.

* * * * *

The next morning, Nialls did not waken to the brightening of his large tent but to the sound of metal clanking and waking grunts.

He had slept fitfully, the arrival to the La Zandia border town of Tuzia coming late in the evening, and the meetings with Rowen’s captains had dragged long into the night. Traveling the long distance had wearied him, but sleep had defied him as well. He was alone in the world, and that knowledge spun in his mind as his only companion, unwilling to give him a reprieve.

He stepped out of his tent to see men already preparing their breakfast, bracing their armor, sharpening their weapons. A page sitting next to the tent’s entryway came awake with a kick from one of the Wards guarding the High King, and the boy ran to retrieve Nialls’s breakfast. The eastern sky was pink and orange, the sunrise sneaking beneath the night’s cloud cover. Behind him over the ridge, Tuzia lay in the bowl of a valley, its inhabitants vanished with the knowledge of the forthcoming conflict; they had either joined Laver Herid or traveled deeper into the safety of the Kingdom.

The wine merchants had been hit hard during the seasons of drought, but the conflict had stalled all wine production. Nialls shook his head as the grey clouds choked the morning of its pastel sunrise; it would take a great deal of effort to restore what had been lost.

After his breakfast, Nialls requested to see his advisors. The lack of sleep had worn off of his visage, but his weariness remained, a shackle about his heart.

Pontiff Erol, accompanied by his two Pontifices and Godwyn Keep’s High Captain Rook, took seats in woven chairs. Shortly after them came Rowen and his three Captains. The ground of the tent was flat, covered in dark rugs, and the chairs they sat in offered a little comfort so far from Aris Shae.

“It is now,” Nialls began, looking about the room at each face. “Now we face a threat that has been festering in La Zandia for a very long time. I want this meeting to be brief as we have plans to initiate. After all of the preparation, I want to hear from you—my commanders—if this is again the best choice we have before us and your unwavering support to see it through.”

“It must be done,” Pontiff Erol answered. “To wait longer only lends strength to the Marcher Lord and his allies. The pagan influence breeds contempt for the Kingdom’s peaceful life, and we are what stands between their ideology and terror.” The men and women around the room nodded.

Nialls locked eyes with each person in the tent once more before conceding. “Very well. After speaking to Biship Arvus, what have you learned this morning, Pontiff Erol?”

Pontiff Erol leaned forward, eager. Erol suffered from the same disease Nialls’s First Warden did—the overwhelming need to prove himself—but there was a ruthless cunning behind Erol’s eyes Rowen did not possess. Nialls would have to keep a sharp watch on the Pontiff and ensure he did not step into the realm of genocide.

“The Marcher Lord and his host are several valleys away,” Pontiff Erol said. “Their scouts watch our scouts, and there has been relatively little movement to attack our forces. Those I sent from Godwyn Keep have kept the First Warden’s soldiers safe from the Marcher Lord’s witchcraeft. The battle should be easily won based on the First Warden’s training and the faith Godwyn Keep’s priests have brought with them.”

“We must keep in mind, however, these Kingdom people have been lied to,” Pontifex Lonoth interjected. “They have been brought under the sway of the Marcher Lord and his words, and most are nothing more than farmers or townspeople. We cannot know how many innocent lives may have been swept up in this rebellion. I agree with Pontiff Erol’s estimation of the events here, but we must tread carefully, and therefore caution is necessary.”

Pontiff Erol sat in his seat, unmoving, but it was plain he wanted action that contradicted his Pontifex’s warning.

“From what you have now seen, Rowen, do you have a plan of attack?” Nialls asked.

“I do, and Pontifex Reu, High Captain Rook, and my own Captains are willing to carry it out when the order has been given. The time is now, while the days are still relatively dry and winter is still almost a season away. We do not want to be hassled into a long-term war so far from Aris Shae when the rains of autumn begin.” Rowen sat a bit straighter. “The force we bring to bear is unequivocally stronger than what the Marcher Lord has gathered. La Zandia will once again be within Kingdom control in a week, maybe less. If the Keep can suppress the witchcraeft and maintain the neutrality on the battlefield, it is an assured victory with few Kingdom losses.”

“Your Majesty,” Pontiff Erol cut in. “It will take Godwyn Keep time—perhaps two generations, if not longer—to eradicate the pagan scourge from the province. Those roots are deep. Once the First Warden and the Kingdom forces have done their duty, Godwyn Keep will need additional resources to ensure this never happens again.”

Nialls nodded, concerned only with the battle preparation. “Are the Witches there?”

“They are,” Pontifex Reu replied, her face hawkish in the light of the tent’s orb. “They seem to be the only authority of witchcraeft in the pagans’ midst, the others able to a far lesser degree. On another note, Laver Herid has not made many appearances.”

“And Herid’s advisor?” Nialls asked Rowen. “Has he been sighted recently?”

Rowen looked to High Captain Joral, a man who had been in La Zandia since the outset of the province’s problems. The High Captain cleared his throat. “We have not, Your Majesty. It is as though he has fled or vanished entirely. He could be hidden and only comes out at night, but that is highly unlikely.”

Nialls thought about it. Had Nialls and the Kingdom stumbled into a trap? Had the All Father’s wayward son fled once the board and its pieces had been set? Was it even Kieren? Once the Kingdom’s First Warden quelled the rebellion and they captured those responsible for its action, the High King would have the advisor searched for.

 “That’s it then,” Nialls said, rising to his feet. “Finalize your plans with Pontiff Erol, Rowen. I will leave you all to your separate duties. I will visit the warden and let them know I am here with them as well. When you are finished, find me. We march at noon.”

The tent’s occupants rose and bowed to him. Nialls was already striding out.

* * * * *

The sound of thousands of marching feet rose into the afternoon air, but Nialls’s attention was fixed on the swarm of men and women who moved over the hills toward his army. The Kingdom’s forces had left their campsite as planned and moved to intercept their enemy in a broad, long valley that gave the army clear view of their adversaries. Grape vines grew on two of the hills, and a rare, dense forest comprised of oak trees—sprinkled with ash and wild plum—rose above a dense thicket of blackberry and poison oak at the back of the valley. The hills were golden even beneath the gray skies, the broad leaves of the grape vines changing to their autumn mantle. The land was beautiful, and it saddened Nialls he could not take pleasure in it with thousands of men meeting their destiny at his command.

First Warden Rowen and his High Captains had formed three separate lines. Each consisted of a light cavalry, hundreds of wards and priests from Godwyn Keep, and thousands of foot soldiers braced with all manner of weaponry, armor, and determination. Rowen sat with the High King, eyeing the progression of each unit with a critical eye, and Pontiff Erol was to Nialls’s right, his white robes denoting his office. Thomas was behind them with a contingent of Wards to protect their rear. Thousands of men walked or rode past their High King, entering the valley with the clank and grunts of men ready to die.

Across from them, the Marcher Lord waited on a black steed, his host milling about him in an effort to become organized. Laver Herid had come out of his military tent wearing the red armor of his forefathers as the might of the Kingdom entered the valley. Beyond the host, Laver Herid’s campsites and supply trains remained. Rowen had sent scouts out into the hills surrounding the area, and no other forces were waiting. The Marcher Lord and his Witches had brought their entire force here to make their final stand against the tyranny they felt they had to fight against.

“I cannot believe they have come to the field,” Nialls said aloud, shaking his head. “How has it come to this?”

“They are stubborn and prideful,” Erol replied from the High King’s right. “They choose to die for a faith that has been responsible for death ever since the Kingdom’s foundation. Remember, it was their inability to coexist with the All Father that placed them on this path with the Kingdom in the first place. It is the need in their religion to dominate and turn to evil that has led us here today.”

What Erol said only discomforted the High King more.

“I’m amazed at you, Your Majesty,” Erol said, pulling Nialls back from his reveries once more. “You invited a traitor back into your ranks?”

Nialls turned to view the one Erol spoke of behind them. Thomas sat astride Creek, the old knight’s eyes scanning the Marcher Lord’s host. The former First Warden had not heard the question, and Nialls realized with a clear certainty he did not like Pontiff Erol Tal. The man was arrogant and presumptuous beyond his years.

Before Nialls could say anything, Rowen leaned forward in his saddle to face Pontiff Erol, the First Warden’s eyes flashing. “Do not speak of what you do not know, Your Grace. It is not your place to judge the High King or events that transpired before your ascension to the position of Pontifex, let alone that of your current role as Godwyn Keep’s Pontiff.”

The Pontiff was about to reply when Nialls intervened. “He is right, Pontiff. Despite our differences in the past, Thomas has returned at a time when the Kingdom is most at need. You would do well to embrace his return, for he is one of only a few people I trust.”

“I see,” was all Erol said. Nialls saw the Pontiff understood the double meaning laced behind the High King’s words. He hoped Erol would not soon forget his place.

Nialls was pondering how Rowen had defended his estranged brother when shouts came across the space in the valley. A volley of arrows soon followed, their arc slicing the sky toward the forefront of the Kingdom’s forces with purposeful death. To Nialls’s left, a chorus of song shattered the valley and a wind arose to send the arrows from their projected paths spinning backward in the air. The projectiles fell to the grassy valley floor, impotent. The three groups of Kingdom forces cheered at the display of Godwyn power.

A horn blew then, deep and resonant like the hoarse roar of a bear, and the Marcher Lord’s host began moving forward to meet the Kingdom. From his vantage, Nialls peered at his foe. Several thousand people walked down the side of the valley like a swarm of ants, carrying pitchforks, swords, axes, and cudgels—any weapon they could find. They lacked organization. Only a few horses were visible and those matched their owners—untrained, unprotected, and unsure. The passionate fire of conviction radiated from them, and it was daunting to see so many people unwavering in their obvious defeat. The pagan forces of La Zandia were not men trained in the art of war, protected in suits of armor, and hardened by conquest; the pagans were men and women Nialls would have passed in the streets of Aris Shae on any given day, wholly unknowing of battle. It would be a slaughter.

Nialls was about to say as much to his First Warden when the witchcraeft began. It was not obvious at first what was happening; the air shimmered in a wave toward the forces of the Kingdom as though the pinnacle of summer heat had been saved and emanated from across the valley. It was like a hot wind, and Nialls could feel the heat. The Godwyn priests under the direction of Pontifex Reu responded, sending a raw, unified soncrist into the afternoon. Power resonated in the air and coalesced into a cold fog. The wave disintegrated against the cool rush of air, but the foe kept walking toward their doom.

“Godwyn is holding its own, Your Majesty,” Pontiff Erol said next to him. “It is time to destroy the insurrection.”

Ignoring the Pontiff, the High King reached out to Rowen. “I want as few casualties as possible, Rowen. These people are not warriors. I want Laver Herid and the Witches, alive if possible. The last thing we are going to do is make him a martyr.”

The First Warden nodded and rode down the hill toward the rear of his warden. Pontiff Erol had a dissatisfied look on his face.

Both of the armies entered the bottom of the valley, the grass and rock-strewn area the only thing separating the two forces, and soon they would clash. Nialls could see Laver Herid plainly enough—his crimson armor and black hair were obvious—and his three Witches were directly below him, gathered together like a coven of gossipmongers. No one matching the description of the man Nialls believed to be Kieren was visible.

With the grey clouds muting the landscape, Rowen marched his force into the heart of the valley, directly at the opposition. Godwyn Keep withheld the Witches and their brethren from affecting the Kingdom’s soldiers; now the First Warden would attack under confidence witchcraeft would not harm his soldiers.

The clash of armies was a din of noise. Hundreds of La Zandian people lost their lives on the first charge alone. Rowen roared out orders, trying to keep the carnage to a minimum. It was useless. Screams of the wounded and dying filled the air in a chilling cacophony. He sent a wedge from the left flank in an attempt to circumvent the masses and get to the Marcher Lord. Laver Herid and his Witches remained on the hill above unmoved, watching the carnage as if waiting for something.

Then, from the craggy forest at the end of the valley, the thunder of something heavy shook the land, overwhelming the ringing of steel against steel. When it came into view, a flash of fear swept through Nialls. It was behemoth, man-like, standing nearly the height of a Giant. Thick, heavily muscled shoulders tapered down to a small waist, and bulging thighs and calves strained as it ran toward the battle. Parts of it seemed to be made from pink flesh while others were gray like riverbed clay, the intermingling colors giving it a leprous cast in the afternoon’s muted light. It was hairless, with massive fists and feet. Pale milky eyes peered out of a squashed, flat face lacking a nose. There was something dead about it Nialls could not put his finger on, and he was soon greeted with affirmation when the odor of decay accosted the battlefield.

“What is it?” Pontiff Erol inquired. “A golem of some kind?”

“Yes,” Thomas said from behind Nialls, drawing his sword free. “But it’s also the jerich.”

The thing roared with insanity, maddened beyond belief. It charged across the valley floor, the cudgel in its hand swinging with promised death. It would be there in moments.

“How do you know that?” Erol sneered. “The jerich was imprisoned long ago.”

“I know it is free, Pontiff. Look at its eyes, the amount of decay the thing has. The golem has been freed by the Witches and the jerich now inhabits it.”

The battle shifted the moment the golem charged into the Kingdom forces, its assault like a battering ram hitting a crumbling wall. The monstrosity hammered at anything that came into its path, killing even the Marcher Lord’s own forces if they wandered too near its reach. Soon the Kingdom forces were moving their attention from the enemy’s forces to the giant causing such havoc to their campaign.

Both Pontifex Reu and Pontifex Lonoth answered the threat, ordering their individual choirs to focus on the golem. A flame appeared above the creature, a fiery net of crisscrossing threads intent on suffocating, igniting, and destroying the devastating thing. The net dropped on the jerich, but it extinguished upon impact, the golem unhindered as it continued to swipe, maim, and kill the warden. Godwyn had no effect, and the jerich persisted in decimating the High King’s troops, flinging them into the air with accentuated, angry roars.

“It is the jerich,” Nialls said. Only the blasphemous creature could survive an assault by Godwyn Keep. It had been unavoidably born at the feet of Aerom in his death throes, and its unusual birth beneath the All Father’s son offered it immunity from Godwyn Keep.

“We need to bring it down. Now!” Pontiff Erol stressed in a raised voice.

As if answering his call, Rowen attacked, bearing down on his horse and leading a group of men like a wedge through the pandemonium. They charged into the field, a tight configuration of well-trained men, to save those who were flustered and retreating at the latest barrage. Durendal glinted dully in his hand as he rallied his men, the ruby sparkling in its hilt.

Sensing a new attack, the jerich turned to face the coming First Warden. It was quick and fast and now unerringly specific in its targets, lashing out at the wedge Rowen had formed. Raising shields in defense, the men in the forefront hunkered against the blur of the wood cudgel before they gave way with broken steel and shattered arms. Others rammed long, thick-headed spears into the golem, but the clay either repelled their efforts or the spears entered the diseased flesh and broke in the melee. It showed no pain. Nothing slowed it—nothing apparently could stop it—and the fear that had taken seed in Nialls grew.

With most of his wedge decimated and other warden trying to fill the holes, Rowen slashed at the jerich with Durendal. The creature shied away from the blade’s swipe and countered with a hefty swing. Rowen’s mount was incapable of adjusting quickly enough and the wood stave struck a glancing blow against the First Warden’s. He tumbled from his horse, landing in a roll and coming to his feet in one fluid motion. Warden pushed up against the golem in a steel tide, protecting their First Warden from the beast.

An opening appeared for Rowen when one of his men died, and he swung at the giant golem’s body. Durendal was a wicked blur of sweeping steel, the ruby in its hilt absorbing the failing light and emitting a brilliant crimson fire of its own. Rowen struck the creature halfway up its left arm, the sharp steel slicing through the clay and flesh like butter. The jerich howled, kicking out at the men who had harmed it, still wielding the cudgel in its remaining hand.

“Rowen!” Thomas roared into the melee.

The battle slowed for Nialls as he watched, unable to act.

Given new space, it swung at Rowen, but the First Warden failed to sidestep in time. The weapon slammed into Rowen’s chest, and the sickening sound of mangled steel and breaking bones could be heard.

Rowen flew through the air from the blow and landed hard. He regained his knees, gasping for breath that would not come. Blood leaked from his armor and mouth, and his eyes grew dazed. His mouth opened, but nothing came out. With a grimace of pain on his face, Rowen still held Durendal firmly in his hand until the sword’s tip slowly lowered and he fell over, crumpled and powerless. He did not move.

Before Nialls could stop him, Thomas kicked his horse into action, and Creek shot like a brown lightning bolt into the heart of the battle, paying no heed to his own safety. The jerich stood over Rowen, about to finish off the First Warden’s limp body, its white eyes swirling in mockery. It lifted the club, preparing for the death stroke.

Bolstered by Thomas’s resolve, Kingdom forces rushed in anew, giving no care to their personal risk. The golem roared, angry at its inability to finish its prey, swinging with its lone arm. Once again, the jerich renewed its attack on those around it, but the bodies in its way formed a wall it could not immediately overcome.

In moments, Thomas catapulted off of Creek and was at Rowen’s side.

With a bloody hand, the First Warden gripped Thomas’s own. Rowen seemed to struggle for air, but his lips moved. Thomas knelt near to listen. Nialls was too far to hear what was said. The gasping slowed; the stressed movements stopped. Thomas held his brother’s hand with white knuckles. The hand so tight about Thomas’s grew lax and slipped free to the ground. Rowen did not move again.

The scream that tore from Thomas’s throat overwhelmed the din of the battle around him. Nialls watched Thomas grab Durendal from his brother’s fingers. The jerich had almost broken through again when Thomas met it, the lines of his face deep and furrowed in anger. The golem towered over the old man, but Thomas held his ground. Acknowledgment of who the old man was crossed the clay, recalcitrant face, and a grin split wide as the jerich’s
eyes glowed white. While the fighting of the armies continued around him, and holding the First Warden’s sword in both hands, Thomas waited, his body taut and his icy eyes as cold as death.

When the jerich swung, Thomas ducked under the attack and with precision born of training and anger, sliced Durendal through the golem’s thick leg in one stroke.

It crumpled under its own weight, falling with a force that shook the ground. It struggled to rise, but Thomas moved in quick, avoiding its remaining thrashing limbs. Durendal flashed with determined certainty as the old man raised it high for the killing blow. Right before the sword fell in a blur of quicksilver, Nialls saw an angry, diaphanous black cloud separate itself from the creature and dissipate in the air. Durendal’s blade plunged into the golem’s chest nearly up to the sword’s hilt. The creature shuddered, the glowing, white eyes faded, and all that remained was a lump of rotting flesh and gray clay.

With the golem destroyed and the jerich gone, the Kingdom’s forces led by their High Captains renewed their push forward toward the Marcher Lord and his army. Havoc resumed. Laver Herid’s army broke with the loss of their advantage.

“Attack!” Erol screamed nearby. The two High Captains gave charge.

Just then, snapping as though the bones of the earth were breaking could be heard in the very depths of the valley. Shafts of splintered rock thrust out of the earth, sending men from both sides airborne. The resulting dust cloud obstructed Nialls’s view, but he could just make out a faint glow about the forms of the Witches as they worked. Godwyn Keep responded, singing to preserve the earth, but the damage had been done; an odd broken wall had formed between the La Zandian army and that of the Kingdom. The Marcher Lord and his retinue were fleeing the field to disappear deeper into the depths of the province.

Nialls was nearly oblivious to it. His eyes were on Thomas. The old man, his wild white hair stained with sweat, grime, and blood, walked slowly back to his dead brother and dropped again to his knees. Thomas placed his left hand on Rowen’s unmoving chest. His head bowed low and in the failing light of the afternoon, tears fell across Thomas’s weathered cheeks.

“Pontiff, see to the wounded,” Nialls ordered.

“But we must…” Erol argued.

“Do it!” Nialls thundered.

The High King did not see the Pontiff leave. He was fixed on Thomas. The former First Warden did not rise for a very long time.

Throughout, he gripped Durendal as though he would never let it go.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 39


 


As the snow flurries increased to a wild, frenzied blizzard reducing the visibility of the land around him, Sorin Westfall hunkered against Artiq for the stallion’s warmth and pushed onward. The southern mountains and hills of Blackrhein Reach had become a maelstrom of winter and all else had disappeared. The wind whipped the large snowflakes at him, unrelenting. No movement other than the snow caught Sorin’s eye. The world had become frozen, cold, and inhospitable, the wiles of the season’s first snowstorm remorseless and insistent, and Sorin knew if he rode another horse, he would be dead.

The wind gusted hard, angry at their intrusion into its elevated realm, but the pair continued on. In the white haze, Artiq’s path was unseen, but it did not matter. In Sorin’s mind, where the depths of his soul connected with the power of the great horse, the lay of the land was visible as though it were clear. Artiq had been born from the land, and in that birth had come absolute knowledge of the world; the horse knew intimately every hillock, every mountain peak, every path and contour they took. Sorin’s mount had shared all of this with its master, a multi-dimensional map inside Sorin’s head. At first, when Sorin had mounted, the newfound ability had overwhelmed him, the entire world sprawling with a dizzying rainbow array inside Sorin’s mind. But he had learned to focus on only what was needed, and his mount was taking him exactly where Sorin desired to go.

The Rune of Aerilonoth. Inside Sorin, it pulsed brighter than the sun.

When they had left the campsite, only a light dusting of snow covered the land. As they climbed and the day wore on, the storm thickened, and Artiq was immersed in snow up to his knees. Despite the crippling conditions that would paralyze any other animal, the horse was undeterred, nothing within the boundaries of nature able to withhold him from doing what he wanted. Artiq rode hard through the blinding snow, unerring and true, covering a distance in a day it would have taken Creek a week to accomplish. The rigid cold of the day melted against the two; the magic of the horse kept Sorin safe even in the harshest climate.

As Artiq made his way up the steep glacier pathways of the Clennick Mountains, the wind howling around the pair, Sorin reflected on those who had put him on this path. Thomas and Relnyn. High King Chagne and Pontifex Charl. Nathan and Tem. Oryn and Arianna. Evelina and Ganite. All of them had given of themselves in ways Sorin could only repay if he stopped Kieren from destroying the Rune.

And yet now, as Kieren had said he would be, Sorin was alone, bereft of all but Artiq.

Sorin tried to keep a sharp eye out, but the heavy snow obstructed his view like a wall. Evelina had warned of enormous shaggy beasts in these regions, but Sorin doubted he would have time to defend himself if such a beast decided to attack. Sorin would have to rely on Artiq to protect him.

About halfway into the reaches, beneath an outcrop of rock that shielded Sorin and Artiq from the buffeting, snowy wind, Sorin found the first evidence they were not alone.

At the top of the steep path, two grey pillars rose up—one near the edge of the precipice and another near the wall of the mountain. Artiq had not stopped, and as Sorin grew closer, he realized they were not pillars but the remnants of an arch. The gate was comprised of massive, square blocks of ice, towering over the two travelers. Symbols were carved in relief, but the swirling snow had obscured most of their meaning. The arch was absent. Sorin passed by the gate’s remains, the arch scattered on the pathway in front of him, torn free with great force and recently.

He looked around. No boulder had fallen that he could see; it was as though the arch had been rent asunder from beneath. He wondered who would build such a wondrous arch in these harsh environs.

He rounded the corner and had his answer. Artiq froze beneath him.

A small, level plateau of natural rock cut into the side of the mountain. Sorin could just make out monolithic structures built against the side of the mountain, their square forms rising above him. Through the ice and snow that clung to the buildings, skeletons of enormous timbers were visible, their size and placement unnatural in these climes. The buildings were long and squat as if hunkering down against the blast of winter. Ice coated everything; icicles clung to the roofs. It was a small village glazed over. Sorin thought of Relnyn. The Giant would be the only one Sorin knew large enough to live comfortably within these large buildings.

If it were a village, then where were its large inhabitants?

He looked around anew. The snow Artiq was wading through was now approaching Sorin’s feet, but he saw it was not entirely flat. More than a dozen giant drifts had formed across the area leading to the buildings, the mounds of snow rising and falling in an awkward array of randomness. Sorin squinted, seeing only the disturbed snow.

Artiq whickered into the cold air and shook his head. He did not like what he saw any more than Sorin did.

The horse moved forward near the buildings. What Sorin had not seen through the swirling flakes was now apparent—black scorch marks were like stains against some of the buildings near the cliff’s edge, with one of the buildings fallen inward after its wooden timbers had been ravaged and blackened by fire. The fury of the winter storm attempted to cover the structure’s ruin but it had not yet accomplished its task. Thin ribbons of smoke twined the air, but no movement of any kind offered an answer. The village was as dead as a cemetery.

That was when Sorin saw the body.

It was half buried near the charred building where the flames had melted some of the snow away before dying out. Only an enormous blackened arm with curled fingers and a portion of a head jutted from the snow as if the earth had not accepted the body, but nature had chosen to bury it.

He looked back. The mounds were not snowdrifts but bodies.

Artiq responded to Sorin’s horror, snorting and shying away from the surroundings. Whatever was buried beneath the winter’s fury was a creature as large as Relnyn. Sorin pushed down the revulsion twisting his gut as he scanned the rest of the area. Nothing else was visible.

Knowing he had to find Kieren at all costs, Sorin turned from the village and once more got on the path leading to the top of the mountain. The Rune of Aerilonoth was close. Delaying for any reason would be foolhardy.

Sorin looked back one last time. A giant shadow had separated from one of the nearer buildings and stood just beyond where Sorin could make it out in the gloom of the storm. It did not move but watched him leave, holding what appeared to be a staff in its hand. A shiver not born of the cold sliced through him. At least there were some survivors.

The wide pathway angled up in a loose spiral, and the snow continued to buffet Artiq. The horse was unrelenting, charging through the snow with mighty heaves of its thighs and an ease that still amazed Sorin. Deep furrows had preceded them in the accumulated snow, evidence another animal as strong as Artiq had recently been this way. Sorin pushed the horse to gain the top of the mountain.

The blizzard lessened with every step Artiq took, the sting and fury of the wind abating, and the steep slope leveled again. More of the mountain rose above him, but the top was near. Through the dying maelstrom, a faint aura glowed red.

The Rune.

Just as he came to that realization, Artiq pulled up, a long, angry whinny escaping him.

In front of them, in the still swirling snowflakes, waited Kieren’s dragon.

Rashykh was having a hard time with the conditions. The scales of its hide shivered in the frigid air, the muscles beneath in a continuous spasm, but smoke lingered in the air from its nostrils and its eyes held a flame of anger—a tenacity of will—stronger than the elements around it. The beast’s spiky tail was wrapped up close to it like a cat’s. Sorin doubted it had been able to fly in the blizzard, and had been forced to wade through the snow like Artiq. The dragon was a black stain in the swirling snow. It was directly in the way of where Sorin had to go.

The dragon roared, setting the world trembling. Artiq reared in response before Sorin could settle the animal.

Sorin looked around them. The fading snow no longer hid the abyss to the left of the path and the icy peak on his right. Danger existed all around him. Artiq stamped the snow with a foreleg. The great horse was not fearful for its life—that Sorin knew to be true—but Artiq was concerned for the well-being of its master and was cautious because of it. Even with the beast in their way and its size dwarfing that of the horse, Artiq wanted to attack. Sorin calmed his fiery mount. He had to think.

The dragon jerked up its head suddenly as if listening to something coming. Sorin strained his ears; he heard and sensed nothing. Rashykh became more agitated, his tail thrashing, before it rose up on all four legs and sent another roar into the snowy ether over Sorin’s shoulder.

Soon he felt it—a thunder quaked the ground beneath Artiq’s hooves, insistent and unabated. It did not come from the bowels of the world but only existed in the elevated climes. Sorin strained to listen. Whatever it was, the rumbling grew until it was right on top of them.

A blur of motion different from the fall of the snow moved past Sorin on the mountainside above him. It was a flash of white and grey, a creature moving faster than Sorin’s eye could see. It was as large as Artiq but able to move with a deft and swift assurance on the steep icy slope. It stopped, camouflaged by the weather. The dragon roared again, straining forward as if looking for a fight but unwilling to leave the pathway open. From the shadows and in response to the dragon, the entity launched from the hillside and with a thunderous landing, fell between the dragon and the horse.

Artiq snorted but held his ground. Sorin squinted through the snow in disbelief.

Ganite stood there, facing the dragon, its tail thrashing angrily.

Sorin stared at the stone monstrosity. If the grotesque was there, then…

He looked behind him. Down the path, materializing from the storm like two ghosts solidifying once more, strode Relnyn carrying Evelina. The Giant towered over the old woman, the staff he carried in his right hand his only support. In the crook of Relnyn’s left arm, Evelina lay hunkered within a bundle of thick furs, her weathered face becoming clearer as the Giant progressed up the mountain. Relnyn also wore thick furs as his long legs moved him forward; he carried the old woman effortlessly like an armload of sticks.

Even within the inclement weather, Sorin heard Evelina scream at Ganite.

The stone behemoth moved instantly, catapulting forward in a rush of stone and churned snow. The dragon was ready and belched flame at its adversary. Ganite was consumed by it, and red and orange lit up the waning light of the afternoon. Sorin gripped Artiq’s mane tightly as he watched the conflict.

In the flickering gust of fire, the dark shadow of the grotesque moved through it, unhindered. Fetid, warm air accosted Sorin. Ganite jumped at the dragon with the same ferocity Sorin had witnessed when Evelina’s protector had attacked the wolves, and the dragon disappeared in a flurry of white as it too tossed up snow while defending itself.

When the scene had settled, Rashykh had Ganite pinned deep into the snow to the point the stone creature had almost entirely disappeared. The dragon tore at the grotesque with its razor-sharp claws, slashing the stone creature with violent swipes. The dragon’s angry growls filled the deadened air. Ganite made no sound, but instead grabbed a hold of one of the dragon’s hooked claws, and with odd stone fingers, Ganite twisted the talon with brute power. It bent the clawed digit back until a loud snap followed by a raging howl of pain from Rashykh filled the air. The dragon lifted up in anguish, and Ganite was free once more.

The two went back and forth against one another, the snow torn up to expose the rocky mountain beneath. Ganite hammered at the dragon with unrelenting fists and bloody rents had appeared in the dragon’s black hide. Rashykh breathed hard in the frigid air but remained alert, its eyes never leaving the grotesque. At one point, the dragon sent its serrated tail at its enemy that would have sawed another animal in half, but Ganite was different. Created of Feyr magic and knowledge, Ganite was not a natural creature, and he broke the tail easily. Rashykh backed away, spitting fury at the stone monolith before attempting another fiery assault.

Sorin did not know what do. The dragon was overwhelming in size, but Ganite was heavy stone and unmarked by the dragon’s ferocity or flame. He wanted to help, but this was Ganite’s fight, and he was not backing down.

The dragon bellowed again, orange and red fire flickering in the depths of its opened maw as it faced Ganite anew. It limped noticeably, and blood from its many wounds sprinkled the snow, but hatred and loathing still flickered behind its obsidian eyes, and despite its injuries, it was still lethal. Ganite moved with precision and grace, waiting to strike at the opportune time. Evelina’s grotesque was destroying the dragon with purposeful, intelligent coldness.

Kieren’s dragonmount knew it too. Wounded and angry, it would have to finish the battle soon. With a lightning quick strike, Rashykh struck at Ganite. The dragon’s serpentine neck shot forward and latched upon the grotesque with its jaws.

Unable to avoid capture, Ganite struggled in the dragon’s maw. It broke several of the dragon’s teeth, but before Ganite could free itself or cause more damage, Rashykh flung the grotesque against the side of the mountain. Snow and the rock erupted in a shower and the ground shook beneath Artiq. Sorin shielded his face from the debris.

Rashykh peered for its foe through the newly created cloud. When nothing stirred, the dragon turned its infuriated and pain-maddened eyes on Sorin.

That’s when Ganite struck for the last time. With a mighty heave of its heavily muscled legs, the stone behemoth launched from the side of the mountain, pummeling the dragon like a projectile in the beast’s chest. Rashykh was caught unaware—its focus solely on Sorin and his horse—and the force drove both dragon and foe over the side of the pathway and into the abyss swirling below. The dragon’s plummeting roar and fiery flame could be seen as they dropped but ceased altogether as the wind and snow replaced where the dragon had once stood.

Calm returned to the mountainside, and Sorin’s heart hammered in his chest.

“Go, Sorin!” Evelina screamed above the wind as Relnyn carried her toward Sorin. “Before the dragon returns!”

“I need your help,” Sorin replied. Relnyn looked ready for anything.

“It is your path. Only you can walk it!” the old woman insisted.

Artiq leapt forward like a bowstring finally released. The chasm to their left was a black void where nothing stirred, and Artiq passed it before Sorin could look deeper. The great horse moved through the snow to the mountaintop, and his two friends disappeared from view.

Every step Artiq took—every heartbeat within Sorin—brought a growing brightness like a fiery sunset held prisoner in winter’s embrace. The area was flat as though a great hand had removed the jagged top. Snowflakes shrunk and the red sky spat them out irregularly. The world had turned shades of crimson—even Artiq’s black coat had a tinge of the blood color. Whatever was within the glowing cloud before him was unlike anything Sorin had ever witnessed.

Then, like he was stepping through a grey curtain into a colorful room, Sorin and Artiq moved from winter into summer. Awed, Sorin dismounted and looked around at the impossible.

Green springy grass under his feet ran like a carpet into a large circular garden, a reprieve from the stormy outside world. Light blinded him as it fell from an azure sky, the clouds of winter’s first onslaught swirling in a circle around the blue. Four square granite pillars—as high as Sorin’s waist—were driven deep into the mountain at the points of an invisible square, carved with ancient runes Sorin found no meaning from. Small pruned bushes littered the garden in random places, and vines climbing thin stone poles grew into the light. The garden smelled of life, heady and rich. It was as though winter had never touched this place, a paradise Sorin could not define. But above all else, the vision at the center of the garden captivated Sorin.

In the warm light, rising majestically into the air, was the Rune of Aerilonoth.

It was not a slab of rock as Sorin had imagined but a tree. Bright red leaves similar to a maple spread out in a wide canopy, encompassing most of the garden. Black limbs angled like tributaries of a great river into the slate-gray bark of the tree’s trunk. As the tree broadened at its base, the bark changed from its unmarred skin to craggy, crystallized granite where strips of silver like horizontal veins shimmered in the light and ran deep into the world. Roots of the same rock broke the surface of the grass to submerge again. Sorin could hardly believe his eyes. The red leaves captured the afternoon light and sent it back into the world, a tree wreathed in an aura of flame that did not consume. Every leaf was perfect; all the limbs were symmetrical. It conveyed innocence and goodness and power. It was unlike any tree Sorin had ever seen, impossible in its beauty and implications. Sorin had no idea how the tree had come to be, but it was truly a magical, beautiful creation.

Then the reality he was confronted with returned when he saw Kieren.

The raven-haired man knelt under the canopy in the midst of the perfection, like a stain against a pristine white cloth. He had bound Arianna to one of the vine poles, and he was completing his ministrations there when he looked up. A white grin split his mouth open. Arianna sat at his feet, conscious but bound and gagged. She looked at Sorin with pleading eyes.

“Here to witness the end, brother?” Kieren asked, curling his lip once again around the last word. He stood, grasping the Hammer of Aerom in his hand once more. “I guess you are if you overcame my dragon. No matter. I warned you of your involvement.”

Sorin dismounted Artiq. “Let her go and let’s talk, Kieren,” he demanded.

Kieren moved to the trunk of the tree, his black robes flowing. In his right, the Hammer glimmered in the sunshine, the light playing across his black head like rippling quicksilver. “I knew you’d come. My Master said you would. The All Father is all too easy to predict. What do you hope to gain by it? Do you think you can stop me?”

“I believe you don’t want to do this,” Sorin said, showing both of his hands were free of any weapon. “Otherwise why show yourself to me and take Arianna? I know others have hurt you in the past. They were wrong to do so. Revenge is not an answer, and you inadvertently will cause more pain than—”

“I want them to feel my pain,” Kieren screamed, his teeth clenched in anger and his knuckles white around the shaft of the Hammer. “The seeds of their destruction were buried and watered the moment that man entered my mind and craved my power—and later, when I found my parents murdered. The ills and sins of the world cannot be left unchecked, no longer should people turn their back on it. Right now, as we stand here, selfishness rules. Godwyn Keep, the religion of Light, destroyed my innocence and left my spirit harmed. Even now, a piteous Pontiff who only desires power rules the Keep. It is the same now as it was then.”

“That is one man,” Sorin screamed.

“It isn’t,” Kieren countered. “The High King and his Kingdom dare not go against the will of the church. Meanwhile the pagan threat murders those it does not deem worthy. The Feyr have left the land from fear, and the pacifistic Ashnyll are unwilling to lift a finger for what is good and clear and right. All will be swept up in the forthcoming conflict and reduced to ashes. The world’s powerful will wither, leaving only those who deserve.”

Sorin breathed in the warm air. “The Wrathful desires nothing more than freedom from its prison, and that freedom is somehow tied to the Rune. Have you thought of that? Would you do that for evil’s cause? Don’t you see the extreme passion you use has the same birthplace as that which killed your parents? You are as wrong as the men you seek retribution from.”

“The Master said you might try to cross words with me, that your deceit was as pervasive as Godwyn Keep. It’s over.” Kieren pointed the end of the Hammer at Arianna’s head. Sorin stopped moving toward Kieren. “I’ll give you a choice as I said I would: the girl’s life or that of the Rune.”

Sorin did not look at Arianna; he knew to do so would only pain him. The fate of the world and the power of his creator were in jeopardy—conflict within his soul—and he did not know which path to take.

“Don’t you see this is not your plan but your Master’s plan?” Sorin renewed his logical assault on Kieren. “He has corrupted you for this purpose alone. He is the one who set you on this path and not the All Father.”

“If the All Father did not plan for this, how is it He let it happen? Did I have a choice in the matter?” Kieren growled. “Was I not destined to become this? You are wholly ignorant if you believe the All Father has any love for you. He plays puppet master for his own enjoyment.”

“That’s not true,” Sorin replied.

Kieren’s black eyes bore into Sorin’s. “Why did you come here if you knew you’d fail?”

Sorin slowly approached. “I won’t fail.”

“You don’t see it, do you? You already have. And once the conflict begins, you will be asking yourself those same questions.”

“Don’t play into your Master’s hands,” Sorin said, keeping his voice even and clear as he approached Kieren slowly. He shook his head. “Don’t do it.”

Some of the rage drained from Kieren’s body, and the Hammer dipped.

Sorin continued to hold Kieren’s gaze and decided to try a different approach. “We are the same, Kieren. We are cut from the same cloth. My parents are dead, murdered. My entire life has been stolen from me, and I am being used as a puppet, just as you are. I felt the tang of anger and revenge; I know it as you know it. I was used and still feel used.

“But it isn’t the religion or an entire people that are the problem. It is individuals who have driven us to this point. Specific people have done this to us and people can be judged accordingly. They can answer for their crimes without having to resort to world destruction.

“That is why I know you can still turn from this,” Sorin added. “Because I did. You have free will to choose the path you—and not your Master—believe best.”

Just when Sorin thought he was making sense to Kieren, his adversary’s eyes darted over Sorin’s shoulder. Behind him, Relnyn and Evelina appeared, attaining the sanctuary the Rune offered. Fury flashed over the evil man’s countenance, and any semblance of thought disappeared in a hail of anger.

“I warned you,” he snarled. “If you came after me your destruction would be at hand. Since you have not chosen what lives or dies, I will do it for you!”

With both hands on the Hammer’s leather-bound handle, Kieren raised it high.

“No!” Sorin screamed.

Kieren began to swing.

A light blossomed in Sorin’s mind, clear and intuitive. Rather than attack Kieren, Sorin focused inward on the terrible event that was about to happen. As the Woman King had done to him, he reached out with need and instinct and drove into the other man’s mind and consciousness with his own.

With a sickle born of necessity, Sorin cut down Kieren’s ability to swing the Hammer of Aerom. Kieren was aware of what happened immediately, but once Sorin had invaded him, there was no pushing him out. He would not fail. Sorin sensed the Hammer had stopped in mid-swing and Kieren’s seething anger confirmed it. Time slowed, then stopped. The two men faced one another—not under the fiery canopy of the Rune of Aerilonoth but as shadows—one filled with rage and experience of his powers, the other combating with passion and faith.

—I will not let you destroy it, Kieren—


—You know not what you’ve done. You are as wrong as I am. You are in my mind, attempting to force me to stop. Is that your ineffective answer—

—I am trying to save the innocent people of the world—

Kieren chuckled and the sound reverberated within his mind.

—Innocent? None of them are innocent. You can’t even save yourself. From me—

Kieren pressed down upon Sorin’s consciousness, bearing his hate on the young man with savage intensity. Although there was no sense of physical pressure, Sorin’s mind was being squashed, thinned out, until he must flee or his death would result. He brought his own power to bear, from the pit of his nature, and although he stopped the menace’s intent he knew it was a matter of time. Kieren would win out, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

But through the hissing anger Sorin was confronted with, a new sound intruded. It was a melody on the fringe of his awareness, potent but soft, waiting to be discovered. He focused on it, pulling the song close to him, and he realized it was the Hammer.

It had a song of its own, powerful and resonant, come alive the moment the blood of Aerom had splashed its surface. It recognized Sorin as it recognized Kieren—both the blood of the All Father—but Kieren had not heard it in his hatred. Sorin did so now, and he remembered it was the same alien melody he had heard when Arianna was kidnapped. There was power unimaginable there. Kieren meant to use it to destroy the Rune; Sorin would try to use it to save them all.

Sorin let the melody flow over him. It responded to him, filling him with power.

Kieren realized what was happening, aware of the song as well. Grasping it as Sorin had done, Kieren brought his will upon Sorin anew with vehemence born of desperation and anger at losing control. With his vast experience, Kieren neutralized Sorin’s assault. Sorin crumpled before the abilities Kieren possessed, no amount of will able to overcome the madman, and he was pushed from the evil man’s mind.

For Sorin, the song vanished immediately.

Dismayed, Sorin looked through his own open eyes again.

As he did, it was only to find the head of the Hammer continue in its arc and meet the stone trunk of the tree in shocking fury. A flash of white light blinded Sorin briefly before shards of wood and stone alike flew through the air, unfettered. The force of the blast leveled Sorin to the grass. Arianna and Kieren disappeared. The aura of fire about the canopy vanished and the tree began to topple as though sawed in two at its base. The mountain shook at its very core, and the ground rumbled in protest. The sunshine vanished, and wind, snow, and frigid air engulfed the garden and the top of the mountain, the safety from the elements gone. The blizzard entered, swirling everywhere at once, howling in triumph as the world quaked.

Sorin was alone, shivering and screaming into the snow as a darkness born of white consumed him.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 40


 


Pontiff Erol Tal exited his tent and greeted the darkness.


The dying moon illuminated hundreds of sleeping men in its pale light, their plaintive snoring a constant rumble to the ear. Few warden were awake—the first tendrils of dawn were still far to the east and would not pinken the sky for a while yet—and the clang of steel upon steel echoed in the still air like discordant music. Behind them, in the distance, a different noise accompanied those Erol already heard—the low, constant moan of wounded men.


The din of an army had kept him awake during the night, but they were not the only reason; as soon as Erol had closed his eyes, nightmares and visions of his once midnight visitor overcame his attempt at sleep, the black eyes terrorizing his dreams.


The Pontiff had not seen the Marcher Lord’s spy since they had met in the Keep’s Courtyard and finalized their plans—plans taking place this very moment. The mysterious man had promised the Marcher Lord would fall and the pagans with him, as long as the Kingdom and Godwyn Keep moved to end the Herid rebellion. In the three days Erol had been in La Zandia, however, he had not seen evidence of his partner, and it unnerved him. If the spy and Kieren were the same person, he was not present to orchestrate the scene behind the Marcher Lord as promised. The three Witches and their acolytes had proven to be a thorn in their side. Once this war was done, Erol reflected, he would have to hunt and kill the spy.


As a few more men stirred and his page prepared breakfast, Erol thought about the previous day. After the Witches and their pagan allies had thrown up the wall of stone between the two armies, the Kingdom forces had a difficult time regrouping. Thomas had killed the giant golem, but all organization blew to the wind. The First Warden was dead, and with him the cohesiveness of the High Captains and their warden. Erol had tried to muster some form of assault with his Pontifices, but it had been useless. The foe had fled into the hills, unhindered.


Fault for the inability to chase and destroy their foe was firmly placed on High King Nialls’s shoulders. With the death of Rowen, the High King was as uncertain as the rest of the High Captains, and it was only after Laver Herid had long disappeared that Nialls reassembled the army back into a cohesive force. It just showed how weak Nialls was, and what was yet needed for the Kingdom to be strong once more.


After he finished breakfast, Erol left his tent and stepped through the menagerie of men around him, his white robes iridescent in the light of the moon and stark against the darkness of night as he passed through it. The awakened crows were already adding their raucous noise to that of the rising men. Erol moved through the horde with purpose, his steps quiet and precise; he had to get the blood flowing to chase the cobwebs of nightmares from his mind, and he desired to look upon his enemy in private before the day’s battle began.


He walked to the top of the last hill and looked down onto the small town below. Elmlin spread out in a rough circular pattern, the berg filled with several two-storied buildings and dozens of small businesses providing services for the people of the region. Torches flickered within the town and around its walled protective perimeter, casting shadows that danced and swayed like the town was alive with shades. It was one of the many towns devoted to wine production, where red grapes grew as large as the tip of a thumb and their juices were fermented in stout, oak casks to produce the finest vintages in the Kingdom. Elmlin was the epitome of the outlying province, and merchants—some honest, most corrupt—made a fortune from the area. Now, as Erol looked upon it, he only felt rage at the infestation to have infiltrated one of the All Father’s gifts. To the Pontiff, the pagan filth had sullied the countryside and the wine had turned to vinegar in his mouth.


The Kingdom’s army had marched after their fleeing enemy until darkness fell, but the High King had chosen not to surround the town until morning. It was dangerous entering into foreign territory, and multiple traps could have been set prior to their arrival. Erol knew scouts and sentries patrolled their forward areas and surrounded Elmlin, prepared for any retaliation. The Marcher Lord buried himself deep into the town. From this vantage, Erol could not see the thousands of men and women Laver Herid had gathered, but he suspected they were around the circumference of the wall, waiting for the coming light just as the Kingdom’s men were.


He was lost in the possibilities of the forthcoming day when a strong, feminine voice whispered behind him, “Today it will be over.”


Erol did not turn. He did not need to. Pontifex Valerie Reu stepped next to him, her footsteps silent upon the pebbled hillside and her gray robes hiding the thinness of her figure.


“I hope so, Valarie. We cannot afford another day like yesterday. Yesterday, we were out-willed and outsmarted.”


She nodded. “The jerich is gone, at least for the moment, and hundreds of their troops have died. But the Witches have proven more difficult than I would have imagined.”


“They have cunning,” he agreed. “But it is a cunning born of their animalistic nature. You and Pontifex Lonoth must stand firm. Godwyn Keep must be prepared and set the example if we are to win this war.”


Erol looked again at the town as if searching for a weakness. Prior to the Kingdom’s arrival in La Zandia, the Marcher Lord had had Elmlin fortified; a wall built from the sandy-brown stone of the hills now protected the town, as tall as a man. It was not mortared and would break the moment a force rushed it, but it still gave adequate protection from the elements and archers. What the Marcher Lord hoped to gain from this, Erol still did not know, but it did not matter. He wanted this business done with and the uprising quelled.


“They will continue to run like rats,” Valarie said, as if reading Erol’s mind. 


“Not if the High King does his job right this time,” Erol scoffed, hunkering within his robes from the chill autumn air. “Right now, the town is surrounded with eyes, and come sunrise, it will be surrounded by bodies. The Marcher Lord has nowhere to run and hide now.”


“Why here?” she asked. “Why choose this pittance of a place as a defensive position?”


Erol did not know. It made no sense to him either. It was one of the reasons he had come out to view Elmlin so early. Assured there were better areas to assault the Kingdom in La Zandia, the Marcher Lord had chosen this town when others were better fortified. Something was not quite right about it, and it grated on Erol.


“And what of those pagans not in Elmlin?” she asked.


“They will be dealt with,” Erol said simply.


Valarie nodded, then turned to leave Erol to his private musings.


“And Valarie?” Erol said while staring at the town.


She stopped, uncertain. “Yes, Your Grace?”


“We do not run today,” Erol said. “You will not fail. We stand until this is finished.”


He felt her stare like a dagger at his back, and then she was gone.


* * * * *


When Erol returned to the rising army, pale orange and pink crept across the eastern horizon and the lines of the land grew distinct once more. The sound of thousands of men awakening and preparing rose into the air, and smoke from hundreds of fires wafted by and stung the eyes. The aroma of cooking food and human waste intermingled with one another—the polar ends of humanity. Erol experienced all of it, knowing the day’s end would see Laver Herid dead.


On the heels of the day came also the threat of rain, and by mid-morning masses of black clouds—darker and angrier than any storm since spring—blotted out the morning sunshine. For all of the inadequacies leading up to his death, Rowen had been right about one thing: it was important to finish this war before the inclement weather of autumn and winter set in. To be caught in a series of unending battles so far from home could result in nothing positive. The land could not feed a host this large, and supplies were already minimal. It was best to end the threat soon and return to their warm hearths with a unified Kingdom at their backs.


Erol walked to speak with High Captain Rook, aware of the thickening dampness on the air, when First Warden Thomas appeared, striding through the men and speaking to any and all who would listen. The night before, after coming to the outskirts of Elmlin, the High King had offered the role to Thomas with the High Captains, Pontiff, and two Pontifices looking on. A haunted look had crossed the old man’s demeanor before he had accepted. He was once again First Warden; he wore new armor burnished to a silvery sheen and his white hair was as wild as a storm. Durendal lay sheathed on his left hip. There was no evidence of the grief that had gripped him as he cradled his younger brother.


Cold, calculating, and resolute, the men around Thomas responded to him, and it was clear he had gained their respect overnight. Golemslayer, they called Thomas, and he wore the mantle with indifference. The Kingdom’s army would follow him—that was all Erol cared for.


Once he had accepted the role of First Warden, Thomas had requested two-dozen of the Kingdom’s best fighters and had taken control of the planning. He did not share his reasons why he needed the Wards, even when Nialls had prodded. The old knight had a plan, that much was apparent, but what it was Erol did not know.


The Pontiff watched the First Warden disappear in the throng. Erol knew virtually nothing about him. Rowen had been easy to understand—as most warriors were—but this First Warden was different. He had a steel bar running through him, tempered by patience and years of training. Erol knew he would have to be far more careful around Thomas than he’s ever had to be with Rowen.


Approaching the command tent, he saw his High Captain and those of the Kingdom break from their planning to begin marshalling their particular warden for the day’s battle. Erol approached, and the High Captain bowed low.


“Will it go well today, High Captain?” Erol asked, the shadow of the tent sullying his white robes in dingy grey.


“It’s a foregone conclusion. The First Warden is shrewd. With our thousands strong we will attack the walled town from different sides as the afternoon progresses. The Marcher Lord’s numbers will be stretched too thin, and if we can prevent any witchcraeft from interfering, the day will end in victory.”


“And Laver Herid has made no effort to offer truce?”


“Not at all,” Rook said. “He is a coward, hiding in a hole until the end.”


“Today, Rook, we do not run,” Erol said. “The sooner we end this, the better.”


Godwyn Keep’s High Captain nodded. “It will not be a day for retreat. I promise.”


“The Pontifices will not tolerate the pagan insurrection, and they will be better adept at nullifying the witchcraeft.” Erol paused before asking, “Remember the last time I bested you on the field, Rook?”


The High Captain looked up toward the hill, either envisioning the forthcoming battle or remembering that day months earlier in the Courtyard of Godwyn Keep. “Yes. You abruptly began speaking as I had bested you and, due to the distraction, won free. Misdirection can be a very valuable aspect of war.”


“It is,” Erol agreed. “We must anticipate our opponents’ move before they even know it. You are a tactician without equal at Godwyn Keep. I want you to lead your men and foresee where they could be best utilized next to that of the First Warden.”


“I am your man, Your Grace,” Rook said, his tanned face hard. “If the Pontifices keep the Witches and their like from using their power, predicting their end will be a simple thing.”


Erol smiled. Victory was at hand, and the first challenge of his tenure would be over.


The assault on Elmlin began at mid-morning. The Kingdom forces, led by First Warden Thomas, fanned out around the town, remaining a safe distance from the wall. In the dismal gloom, Erol saw the town was well kept, clean, and organized. Indolent tendrils of smoke gathered above Elmlin in a haze, their fires warding off the chill of the morning. It was hard to imagine their enemy existed among people who continued to do the things they had done for centuries, but more than a cursory glance answered that; several thousand people were set up in the area between the town and the wall, their fires and makeshift campsites plain for the Pontiff to see. None of them were outside of the wall.


The Kingdom had not brought battering rams or engines of war with them. There had been no need. La Zandia had no castles or fortified structures. Even now, the newly constructed wall the army was confronted with was only the size of a man and easily scalable. It would prove a minor problem. If High Captain Rook assured victory through the First Warden’s planning, Erol was confident victory would not defy them another day.


The First Warden sent his first foray against the city wall, the organized sect of warriors slicing through the wheat fields surrounding Elmlin like a scythe. Several battalions stormed the northern wall, shields raised in protection and weapons drawn. Erol held his breath, waiting for the barrage to begin.


The army of Elmlin responded to the forthcoming assault with a flurry of arrows, the archers set up in groups amidst the buildings of the town. The shafts arced in the air, seeking the Kingdom’s men, but Erol’s Pontifices were both on the field—relegated to either side of the city as a vise—and their choirs were ready. As they had done the day earlier, they sang in unison and a gust of wind sent the arrows tumbling away. Even as they ran, a cheer went up amongst the Kingdom’s soldiers, and the forefront of their mass heaved forward to gain the wall and those who were behind it.


The moment those hundred men touched the wall to scale it, they screamed out an agony. The wall—made of bleached, tan rock of the hillside—shimmered like oil across water, rainbow-hued and slick. Erol strained forward, shocked. The forces that had not yet reached the wall slid to a halt and watched their comrades shake in horrified paralysis and then disintegrate. Bones, once carrying the flesh of healthy men, fell to the ground in a blinding flash of light, their armor, clothing, and weaponry falling in disorganized heaps. Hardened men backed away from the wall and looked to their leaders and High Captains for answers, uncertain how to proceed.


Erol calmed his desire to take over the situation. The Witches had placed some kind of hex into the wall able to repulse the Kingdom’s onslaught. Pontifex Reu was already in motion to discover what the pagans had done, her song probing the land and the wall for weakness. The ground rumbled but the shimmer remained intact. Whatever the Witches had done, Godwyn could not counteract it until they discovered a way around it.


Without hesitating, Thomas changed his tactics and, barking orders, moved the brunt of his attack from the section of wall toward the town’s entryway. There, the Marcher Lord had filled in the gateway with new stone and mortar. The shimmer of witchcraeft existed there as well, but it was a shorter wall and hundreds of men were there preparing for the Kingdom’s might. Thomas ordered a tree be cut down, a battering ram in the making. Sounds of shouting men filled the air. The High King sat his horse next to Thomas and not far from Erol, protected by dozens of Warden. Tension mounted. The Marcher Lord was safe behind his cocoon, at least for the moment.


In the late afternoon, while the day was darkening gradually, the first wind began to blow. With the approach of the storm came the completion of the battering ram, and the armies of the Kingdom gave way to their hope of breaching the enchanted wall. As it came, the Witches launched their first assault of the day at the Kingdom. Together as a coven, they sent gouts of fire over their wall and into the ranks of men standing on flattened wheat fields. The Pontifices protected the Kingdom’s men, exstinguishing the fire and nullifying the Witches’ power. The battering ram came on, two-dozen men carrying it; it would be used to break apart the wall and end the effects of the pagan magic enshrouding it. If the Kingdom’s forces could infiltrate the town, it would be over. From his vantage on the hilltop, Erol waited.


The Witches tried to destroy the ram again, raging from behind their wall. Erol saw the three women clearly now. A tall blonde woman with her hair pulled back to expose her round face stood in front of two other women, all of them focused and intent on what was transpiring beyond the wall. They were all young and vital, but unremarkable in their appearance. Each wore simple trousers and shirts in woodland colors. To Erol, they looked ordinary. It just proved how plain folk could become a force to be reckoned with. It would not be easy ferreting out the pagan source in the land and eliminating it.


As soon as he finished his thought, Pontiff Erol’s vision swam and darkened as though he stood up too quickly. The feeling disappeared almost as abruptly as it had come, a flutter in the depths of his heart accompanied by nausea. He took a deep, steadying breath. He did not know what it was, but nothing would stop him from observing Laver Herid’s destruction.


Angered at her inability to reach the battering ram, the blonde coven leader ignored it and turned the Witches’ power toward Pontifex Lonoth and the hundred souls who made up his choir. Fire sprang from within Elmlin and hurtled across the sky toward Godwyn Keep’s priests in a fiery ball of twisting light. The choir responded with the Pontifex at its head, the soncrist sung in unison, but the fire came on, unhindered. A look of horror crossed the Pontifex’s face before he was consumed by the angry flames and thrown backward from the force of the attack. Screaming as their flesh charred, the rest of the choir disappeared in the chaotic fire until the sounds of their anguish faded in death. The Witches shouted and sent their pagan power into the surrounding hillside, attacking any Kingdom warden in sight.


What in the Seven…? Erol wondered, fear tugging at him for the first time.


Then the world turned to chaos.


Beneath his feet, growing in amplitude, the world shook. It was not like the march of seven thousand men or the momentary trembling of a heavy object falling over. It grew from a source deeper in the world, a tearing at the very fabric of stone in the depths, and the energy release bubbled up toward the surface. The land around him buckled and rolled like ocean waves. Trees swayed. Men and women on both sides of the wall were thrown from their feet, and Erol’s horse staggered about trying to maintain its footing. Buildings in Elmlin buckled and were thrown to the ground like toys. The remaining wintering birds launched into the sky despite the eminence of the rainstorm’s fury. Dust and debris rose into the air, graying the landscape and sky. The quake roared on, and Erol was deafened by it.


After what felt like an eternity, the shaking subsided and relinquished its power on the land. The rumbling vanished but echoed throughout the very fiber of Erol’s being. The Pontiff regained control of his frightened mount and knew something more devastating had happened than the destruction around him. It was not the woe of the men on the battlefield. It was not the destruction of some of Elmlin’s buildings or the terror he saw on the faces around him. It was something within him that had changed—a hollowness he could not describe, a weakness he could not ignore—and could not name. He was lacking in some fundamental way he had always taken for granted. Nothing was right inside, and he could not decipher its meaning.


The Witches were not stunned by the quake. Instead, taking the Kingdom’s forces by surprise, they attacked to gain the advantage over their foe. Fire streaked out, needing to kill.


Responding to the new threat and the destruction of Pontifex Lonoth and their fallen Godwyn brethren, Pontifex Reu brought her choir back into organization and sang. But the fire came on, rushing in a torturous heat wave nothing could survive. The conflagration consumed dozens of men, their screams penetrating Erol’s soul, and Pontifex Reu shouted to the First Warden and his High Captains for retreat.


Somehow Godwyn Keep’s power was gone, and the All Father was not responding to their need, to their prayers. It was as though that connection had been severed. Fighting the panic that rose into his throat, Erol remembered his moment of nausea before the quaking had begun. It was at that moment the link to the All Father had vanished.


It meant Godwyn Keep and its priests were powerless.


It meant the witchcraeft would go unchecked.


As if in response to his logic, the shimmer permeating the wall dropped and vanished altogether. The pagans, unafraid of Godwyn Keep, pushed forward. They swarmed from the gate in the wall and poured into the crumpled wheat fields surrounding Elmlin, unhindered by the threat of violence. With them came witches and warlocks of a lesser nature than the three Witches of the Marcher Lord, their individual might flaring against the retreating army. Laver Herid appeared for the first time, no longer hiding, safe within blood-red plate armor and brandishing his sword to order his army to battle. The Witches and their allies rushed forward from the wall. Kingdom warden died, their ranks decimated. Without Godwyn Keep able to protect them, it was a slaughter waiting to happen.


Astride his horse, the Marcher Lord forced his way to the forefront of his men, cutting Kingdom warden down even as his Witches protected him. At no point had Laver Herid shown himself to lead his men; at no point had his appearance mattered. Screaming with fury at the retreating Kingdom forces, he bolstered his army and solidified their purpose by being visible. A cheer from the men and women of La Zandia spurred others on. They were a tide, where magic and mayhem were tied together


It is like they knew, Erol thought. They were waiting for this to happen.


And they would crush the Kingdom army with their power.


Thomas acted. With his two-dozen hard-trained men, he rode down the hillside like a furious beast bent on destruction, screaming his affront at his enemy with Durendal raised high above his head. The men around him roared their conviction, intent on reaching the Marcher Lord. The Witches sent fire at them, but Thomas caught it on the blade, and the pagan magic dissolved as though the sword were anathema to it—just as the jerich had fled the blade upon being bested. Now, as Thomas bore down on his enemy, Erol knew the First Warden’s sword was more than it appeared, and Thomas intended to use it to change the course of the battle.


Taking it directly toward Laver Herid.


In a flurry of screaming horses, sweat, and angst, the Marcher Lord and his men clashed with those of the new First Warden. The Witches were unable to stop the might of the sword—could not use their power for fear of harming their leader—and the battle came to man against man and the strength of arms they brought to the fray. Using that to his advantage, Thomas worked his way methodically through the first ranks, his men hacking at the untrained guards of the Marcher Lord. Steel rang in a cacophony of clarion insult, and blood soon slicked Durendal’s blade. Thomas was an unstoppable force. No sound escaped him; he fought with calculated anger. Erol knew the First Warden was relieving the pain he felt at his brother’s death. Nothing was going to stop Thomas from his duty; nothing was going to prevent him from his revenge.


Then the two leaders were at one another, both impassioned by war. Thomas swung Durendal at Laver Herid with precise strokes. The Marcher Lord matched the First Warden swing for swing. Both men ignored the battle around them; they were absorbed with the other. All the while, the rest of the pagan army chased after the retreating Kingdom, intent on their destruction.


Anger seethed in Erol. They still had a chance. The Kingdom was retreating, and even the attack by their First Warden could not rally the army. Erol reined his horse around and tried to gain the attention of the High Captains. There was no one in charge. Even the High King had ordered the retreat and left the field, his safety and that of his men more important than winning the battle. Erol shouted at the men around him but it was useless. Fear etched many of the faces as the pagan assault—magic the Kingdom men were unfamiliar with—decimated their ranks. Only Rook remained steadfast, screaming at his warden but to no avail.


Erol grew angrier. The vision of his dead parents and his time spent on the streets of Aris Shae lent power to his rage. To his right, Pontifex Reu fled as well; without her Godwyn power, she had lost all her authority. He shouted orders at everyone—at his Aegis Guard and at the Kingdom’s men—but he went unheeded. His chance to quell the problems in La Zandia and kill the pagans responsible for the world’s ill was slipping from him, and he might not ever get the chance again. Hundreds against thousands—with magic or without it—should have been no match against the seasoned Kingdom army.


Rook went down—a victim of the chaos—and was crushed by retreating boots and hooves before being dragged and carried away by those still thinking clearly in the madness.


Suddenly, in the distance, Thomas was struck high on his left shoulder. His brown stallion reared in response, pawing the air with flashing hooves, buying the First Warden time to regain his composure. Blood blossomed and ran over the plate armor, but the older man held onto Durendal. Seeing an advantage, the Marcher Lord came in for a high overhand stroke to kill the older knight, but Thomas was faster. Before his horse had even settled, he lashed out with a blur of bloody steel and drove Durendal’s blade through the crimson armor protecting the Marcher Lord’s chest.


Laver Herid gasped in mid-swing. Shock crept over his face, and his sword fell from nerveless fingers. Thomas drove Durendal in further, and as the Marcher Lord slumped off of his horse, the First Warden pulled his blade free with a clenched grimace.


The pagan leader fell from his mount and dropped like a sack to the ground, unmoving. Those with the dead Marcher Lord backed away from the battle, uncertain what to do. Thomas and the remaining warden guard turned and kicked their horses into action, retreating with the rest of the army. They had stopped the majority of the Marcher Lord’s army, but Erol did not know how long that would last.


At the corner of his vision, even as he tried to overcome the retreat that was taking place, Erol was aware of a dark blur rising into the sky above him. Before he saw what was happening, the Pontiff was hit as though punched by two successive fists.


He fell from his saddle and hit the hard ground, unable to breathe. Confused at what had happened to him, he looked down at his chest.


Two black, feathered rods pointed to the sky from his white robes.


It took Erol a few moments to realize two arrow shafts from pagan archers had buried themselves deep into his chest. Crimson spread in a warm stain where the arrows protruded from his robe. He gulped air, and pain lanced through his body. The ground trembled beneath him as warden quickly fled, their booted feet trampling the ground next to his head, and in the sky, angry clouds swirled. The smell of fear, sweat, and dust hung about him. The thudding of his heart was heavy in his ears.


Defeated and dying, his vision blackening at its edges, the last thing Erol knew before cold darkness embraced him was unquenchable anger.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 41


 


With warm darkness clutching him like a mother’s overly long embrace, Pontifex Dendreth Charl struggled awake to the faint flickering of distant torches on jagged cave walls and to pain burning through his thigh amidst the normal ache of his joints. The thick woolen blanket surrounding him kept the chilly depths of the island at bay, but the cold emanating from the walls was hungry for his body heat. Beneath him, a shabby mattress stuffed with straw masqueraded as a bed, the smell of moist mold rising from it close and wretched.

The Pontifex coughed to alleviate the odor that had become buried in his nose and throat, and he looked around at his surroundings. Misplaced trappings from Arklinn littered the cave, adding to the dishevelment. It was not a living arrangement a Pontifex of Godwyn Keep usually had to endure.

But when one was homeless, any sort of comfort was worth the unpleasant points.

Dendreth grimaced as he rolled over on his hip; he would have to rise to work out the aches his body sustained. Days had passed since the attack of the dragons and subsequent mad flight he and the other members of the Kingdom had endured, and Dendreth had been in bed for all of it. The extended use of the All Father’s power had drained him, leaving him weak and at the mercy of others for care. The survivors of his group had visited frequently and Sion had maintained a protective watch over the aged Pontifex, but the living remnants of the harbor town of Arklinn had left him in peace, unwilling to disturb him or his recovery. It had helped. Dendreth had slept and eaten and slept more, until now when he was ready to rise and be of some use again.

The muted thrumming of waves pummeling stone came to him again, a rhythmic reminder of where he was. It was time to find answers and return to Aris Shae.

Dendreth began pushing himself out of bed when he sensed movement alongside the wall of the cave’s entrance. Not alarmed, he focused his eyes upon his visitor and smiled.

Janniva stared at him from a crouch, her dark eyes pools of obsidian glass as they met his gaze. Dendreth had not seen her since the day she had saved the group, but she looked much the same—smudged by dirt, short hair spiked with grease, whip-thin and just as strong.

“You are a son of Godwyn Keep,” she said in an androgynous voice.

Dendreth pushed himself up, the ache in his back from the manic horseback riding flaring anew. He tried to keep the pain from his voice. “I am a Pontifex of the Keep, yes. I serve the All Father and all His people.”

“Sleep well?” she asked.

“I did,” he replied, not too sure of the answer.

“The power you used to keep us safe from the beasts—is that learnable?” she questioned, her eyes sparkling with interest.

“It is, but with much devotion and training,” he replied kindly. “The All Father is for everyone.”

She nodded, her eyes wandering away from him in thought. Dendreth had seen the sense of wonder the use of a soncrist could instill in children who were raised outside of Godwyn Keep’s realm. To a person like Janniva, who had never experienced the All Father’s power firsthand, the soncrist appeared to be magic, a magic that anyone could make. She did not know the truth of it. It took a decade for some even to achieve the lower order of soncrists, and only those with an absolute love for the All Father succeeded fully in their training.

Dendreth decided to change the subject. “Thank you for directing my Feyr friend Sion to this cave. Without you, and the help of your people, we would be dead.”

“They are savage, but we are smarter than they are.” Hesitating, she met his eyes again. “I want to be trained.”

She meant it; the sincerity in her gaze held him pinned. And by staring there, Dendreth learned a bit more about Janniva: an event had happened in her life—possibly the destruction of Arklinn and someone she loved there—that steeled her to ask the old Pontifex for help. If it was revenge she sought, she would never be accepted at Godwyn Keep.

He was about to probe her with additional questions when Sion entered, his distinct Feyr features chiseled in the dancing light of the torches. Following him came Brunckal, the large fat man who had welcomed Dendreth to their cavernous home.

“Greetings, Pontifex of Godwyn Keep,” the overweight man said, his robust voice echoing mildly in the cave. “Are you rested? Do you require anything?”

Dendreth was hungry, but it could wait. “I need information, more than anything, Brunckal. What do you know about the dragons who have taken up residence here?”

The large leader of Arklinn’s people rested his girth on a small stool at the foot of Dendreth’s mattress. “The dragons came months ago, a trickle at first. The first few we attacked and killed, knowing we needed our livestock safe and livelihoods intact if we were to survive the forthcoming winter. But the stream of dragons soon became a torrent, a vast flood without reckoning. They ate our sheep, destroyed our town, and sterilized the island with their infernal fire. Those who stayed aboveground to fight died horrific deaths; those who understood the reality of the situation fled belowground and lived.” The large man spread his palms wide as if demonstrating their new situation. “It was an easy choice to make, really,” he said, turning toward Janniva. “We have a saying here on Falkind: ‘The future is sowed with hope.’ Our children, Pontifex, are that hope.”

“There is nothing more important in the world than our children,” Dendreth agreed. “Do you know what the dragons are doing on the other side of the island? We witnessed them engaging in very strange activities with which I was not aware dragons were normally involved.”

Brunckal darkened again. “Our forays around Falkind have gone farther as our ability to remain hidden has strengthened and our needs have risen. Food is scarce. A group braves the coast for fish, but most of the livestock are dead. We scour the countryside in hopes of saving enough food for the cold season. I have not traveled far, but Janniva prides herself in going where others do not, even though she disobeys my wish to remain hidden and safe. She may know more.”

“The dragons dig and tear stones from the earth,” Janniva answered. “Massive stones shaped like rectangles.”

“What are they doing with them?” Sion asked her.

“Moving them to the north part of the island. For what, I don’t know. Even I have not gone that far.”

Dendreth considered this. Transporting the heavy stones in a concerted effort meant an organizing entity drove the dragons—the beasts did not possess intelligence above the most rudimentary animal. A force unknown to Dendreth had to have taken control of the dragons. But what could it be? The Wrathful? The shade High King Nialls had borne witness to in the Rosemere? Another entity still unseen? Dendreth’s thoughts swirled with the possibilities. But what the force was did not matter; what mattered was discovering what kind of harm with which the dragons could attack the Kingdom.

“We must go where the stones are being taken,” the Pontifex said to Sion.

The Feyr stood stoic, his lavender eyes steady. “Yes.”

Sion had found a purpose since arriving on Falkind, no more locked up in a stuffy room or out on a boat where his skills were not used. He would follow Dendreth because of their growing friendship, but also because of the Feyr’s own affinity for doing something constructive.

“We cannot offer you much help, I am afraid,” Brunckal stated apologetically. “We have barely enough to hold ourselves together and can't risk trampling a countryside overrun with those horrendous beasts.”

Dendreth nodded, expecting this. “I misjudged the dragons on our first venture into the Highland. I will not do so again.”

“And your power will protect you?” the Arklinn leader looked perplexed.

“It can, for small amounts of time anyway. The All Father protects those who ask it.”

Brunckal gave Dendreth a look that expressed quite clearly he did not believe it.

“It will be dangerous,” Sion added. “Finding our way will not be easy, but if I scout far enough ahead I should be able to eliminate being caught by surprise again.”

“I can help,” Janniva broke in.

“Janniva!” Brunckal scorned, his concern for the girl making him angry. “We’ve talked about this. They nearly killed you last time!”

She stood and stared down upon the overweight man, her liquid brown eyes shining in the torchlight. “I know, but it was only the one time.”

“And one of these times it will be your last,” he responded, exasperated. Whereas Janniva saw the Arklinn leader trying to control her, Dendreth saw the leader protecting the interests of their future.

“Brunckal has the right of it,” Dendreth nodded. “We are the outsiders; we can make our own way, child. The All Father will provide for any help we need.”

The girl gave Dendreth an icy look of betrayal.

“Can you supply us with the lay of the land, Brunckal?” Dendreth asked.

“You honestly plan to do this, sir, don’t you?” he questioned. “Travel into the north where the beasts are thickest?”

“We have to,” Dendreth said as he gingerly rose from the mattress. “The Kingdom—and all of her subjects—may depend on it.”

* * * * *

While mist crawled over the island cliffs and shrouded the waves below, Dendreth, Sion, Captain Moris Tiril, and the rest of the Warden moved from the cave's protection onto the side of the cliffs and into the early morning. The day was gray and damp, and the smell of fish and brine invigorated him. He had spent too much time in smoky quarters of the cave. Below him white shadows swooped through the grayness of the surf; seagulls, become quiet, scavenged for a meal while the weather cloaked them from death.

As Dendreth gained the heights and said his farewell to Brunckal, he wondered how the High King and the boy Sorin fared; he wondered if what he was doing would make a difference if the others failed. As usual, “ifs” outweighed reality.

With their horses’ demise the journey would have to be done on foot. Before they had left the safety of the cave, the leader of the Warden had questioned Dendreth as to the need to be put in harm’s way once more.

“It is essential to discover why the dragons are here, Tiril,” Dendreth had said. “With Sion scouting ahead, we can ascertain any danger to the Kingdom.”

“I see,” Tiril had said brusquely, leaving to bolster his men’s courage, keeping his true feelings hidden.

They now moved along the coast, avoiding the inner part of the island where the dragons presumably still resided. The Highlands were above them, a plateau of vast reaches, but the western side of the island was rockier, with a crumbling mountain range and few open meadows for the dragons to hunt. Far to the north, Dendreth recalled that two mountains named the Spears punctured the sky, but they were invisible in the foggy conditions; later in the day, with strong enough sunshine and enough distance covered by the company, the massive peaks would be visible, perhaps holding the answers Dendreth sought.

Sion led the companions at point, his Feyr senses more acute than those of the Kingdom men, and he moved westward, keeping the southern seas in sight. The day warmed, the morning fog burning away to pale blue skies. The group took a brisk pace, keeping to the rocks as much as possible, Sion returning periodically to show them the way. The Warden kept a nervous eye on the northern skies, as if a beast would descend any moment. None came.

By early afternoon, jagged boulders had replaced the velvet grass carpet so pronounced on the western island, the tiny trails littering the countryside disappearing as the sheep who were now gone had rarely entered the rocky terrain. Small trees grew in stunted relief against the sky. The company stopped for a quick lunch, but while the others focused their attention on the north, Dendreth looked south.

Puffy clouds ambled across the blue pasture of the sky, but beyond them a bank of thunderheads sped eastward. It was a large storm, one that would drench the Kingdom. The Pontifex rose and stretched his loosening muscles. The storm he watched ventured to the Kingdom, but Dendreth was not allowed that course. Not yet, anyway.

His mind wandered back to his pressing concern. The dragons. What were they doing?

As the day wore on and the group’s journey covered rockier hills and worse footing, they came upon a slow-moving rill, its waters tumbling down through the countryside to the ocean. Sion had stopped there, unmoving.

“What is it?” Captain Moris asked.

A wind from the far distant storm pushed at the Feyr’s gossamer white hair, and the barest and briefest smile crossed his angular face as he pointed ahead.

Janniva stood waiting, leaning up against the skinny trunk of a tree with her arms crossed, her dark eyes inky and roguish.

“The wiles of childhood.” Dendreth suppressed a grin. “I should have known better.”

“Yes, you should have,” she said, brightening.

Dendreth shook his head, mostly out of annoyance. “If there is no stopping you from this, I will accept your aid. But I feel it is important to speak true that when we are done with this business I will not be taking you with me to the Kingdom. You will remain here. In the meantime, Sion will use your knowledge, and you both will guide us.”

Janniva turned to Sion, conflicting emotions shining in her eyes, before she disappeared from view with her new tracker leading the way.

Late in the afternoon, as the sun was swallowed by the southern storm clouds on their way westward, Sion and Janniva escorted the group into a deep bowl scooped out of the rock where an enormous lake shimmered in the fading light. They were making their way down toward it carefully, the shale of the path broken, when Dendreth grew light-headed and stumbled upon the path, the world sagging around him as though melting.

“Are you okay, Pontifex Charl?” One of the Warden reached out to steady him.

Faintness stole over Dendreth, his eyes blackening at their edges. It was like he had been suddenly plunged in ice water, his body shocked and his connection to the world severed. The Pontifex shook it off, gulping deep breaths, and quickly felt better again. He looked around, his vision returning to normal, the colors of the world sharpening once more. The world appeared as it had been, but he was suddenly weak, like any wellspring of youth he had left had dried up in an instant.

Before Dendreth had time to ponder this, he was stumbling along the edge of the lake, its black depths spreading from a pebbled beach. A steep rim cupped the northern part of the lake in a formidable crescent. Silence suffocated the bowl, and the water was still like ice.

Janniva was pointing in front of him. “On the other side of the lake, a path is cut into the side of the hills that cuts back and forth into the higher mountains. Farther north, the mountains climb into the Highlands and above them. If we stay to the heights and avoid the plains of the Highlands, we should stay safe from the dragons.”

Sion was leading them around the side of the lake when an ear-piercing scream sounded above, chilling Dendreth’s blood. The company looked up in unison, fear etched in their faces.

A dragon, its wings spread, clutched the stone of the rim and roared. It was scrawny, but still strong, intent on those who had stumbled across its path, its spikes and sharp angles held in relief against the sky.

In response to the company’s fear and astonishment, the blue-green beast leapt into the air, tucked its wings in, and dove, screaming its intent.

The Warden had pulled their weapons and were already pushing the group flat against the jagged rock wall of the rim. Janniva had tucked herself into a crevice, fear twisting her youthful face. There was nowhere for them to go; they were trapped, no route of escape feasible, no caves to offer them protection or solace.

Frustration mounting inside of him, Dendreth sang, the lyrics dead in his mouth. He prayed for the same type of wind he had called days earlier, to slam the creature against the rock face it descended along and ultimately throw its momentum—and its broken, mortally wounded body—into the lake.

The soncrist finished, Dendreth waited with great anticipation. Nothing happened.

The dragon’s mass plummeted toward the group unhindered, and just as it appeared its bulk would crush them, the beast threw out its leather wings and careened away from the wall toward the lake. One of the Warden went screaming with it, clutched in the dragon’s talons. In a smooth motion belying his speed, Sion pulled his bow, and arrows leapt from his practiced hand toward the beast. But the dragon ate undeterred, ripping the man’s armor forcibly from his body to get at the tender flesh beneath, the sound of the man’s screams suddenly replaced by the snapping and cracking of bones. The dragon’s feverish gaze never left those it would soon come after next.

With Janniva pulling manically at his cloak, Dendreth sang with burning authority, the words again coming easily but still having no effect. Panic seized him. Two thoughts shot like lightning through his mind almost simultaneously.

Sorin had failed. The All Father was no longer at his calling.

Dendreth had led these men to their doom.

Having consumed the first man, the creature blew a gust of fire at them in challenge, the heat melting the rocks of the bowl floor but falling just short of the group. The beast came forward, its talons curved and long, its jaws agape with rows of teeth, its weight a thunder spraying loose rocks everywhere. Tiril shouted orders to those who remained, sending his men out into a circle to try take its attention away from the Pontifex. Singly, they stood a better chance than lumped in a group where a lone gout of the dragon’s flame would kill them all.

Dendreth scanned the surroundings. No escape offered them freedom; not the lake or the open hills beyond it leading to the ocean; not the path at the far end of the crescent leading into the mountainous climes, not the cliff face they were backed against. There was nowhere to hide. The old Pontifex knew the men would put up a good fight, but they were too few and their deaths were assured.

“Sing, Pontifex!” Tiril screamed.

“I tried,” Dendreth answered back, his new weaknes threatening to bring him to his knees. “It won’t answer my call.”

The girth of the animal was in front of them, choosing which man to destroy first, when it screamed suddenly, more hurt than angry, with oddly feathered arrows sprouting from its bluish hide in dozens of places at once.

The beast shrieked at the cliffs. Dendreth followed its line of sight and shook his head in disbelief.

Above and around him, protected by rocks, were nearly three-dozen Feyr warriors loosening in quick succession a menagerie of bolts into the creature. Taken by surprise and in pain, seemingly overwhelmed by the numbers of Sion’s race, the dragon roared once more in anger as it backed away. It quickly lost both eyes to arrows. Fire shot out over Dendreth’s head and swept the bowl, the creature maddened into a frenzy, but the flames had little effect. The dragon bled from a multitude of wounds, its blood darkening its leathery hide to crimson.

While the dragon floundered beneath the assault and backed toward the lake, half of the Feyr guard filtered down from the cliffs with speed and agility, their swords drawn and spears held at the ready. They descended on the dragon like death, cold and calculating. The dragon flailed about, looking for an escape that was not there. With precision unmatched by even the Warden of the Kingdom, the Feyr surrounded and distracted the beast as one Feyr prepared to dart in for the kill. The dragon turned and exposed his neck, and in a silver arc of motion the Feyr’s sword met the dragon’s jugular.

The nimble Feyr rolled away even as blood spurted forth.

The others of his kind backed away then, awaiting the inevitable.

Gurgling its final breath before collapsing half in the lake, the dragon became still.

Once it was dead, a Feyr with deep lines around his eyes approached, his hair dyed a vibrant green like forest foliage. The Kingdom men lowered their weapons, amazed. Only Sion remained ready—his sword now unsheathed as though there were another foe to fight.

The newcomers quickly moved in on the Kingdom Warden and surrounded the group as if the momentousness of their killing the dragon was suddenly meaningless. A sweat broke out on Dendreth’s skin; he had a flashback of standing on a pier in darkness as dozens of white-skinned Feyr swarmed over the docks to trap him against the rhythmic, black lapping waves of the ocean behind him, a book clutched to his chest. It felt like an eternity ago, but it was still poignant in his mind.

“I think our past has caught us,” Captain Moris whispered to Dendreth.

Confusion swirled, but even before the Feyr began to forcibly take the Kingdom men’s weapons, Dendreth knew with an aching clarity what was happening.

“I am Royal Guard Commander Willory cha Bot, Pontifex Dendreth Charl,” the old Feyr said, his eyes hard and unyielding as they bored directly into Dendreth. He ignored everyone else. “With the authority of Ambassador Mikel and empowered by King Belinorn, I place you under arrest for murder and thievery against the Feyr people of the island nation of Westor.”

The Feyr turned to Sion. “And for you, Guardian of Westor, it is high treason.”

Dendreth barely had time to register the Commander’s accusation when the ground beneath their feet began to shake with a strength that sent men and Feyr alike to their knees.

An earthquake tore at Falkind Island.





 


 


 


 


Chapter 42


 


When the last few tremors shaking the mountain subsided and the world became stable once more, Sorin Westfall crawled through the ice and snow searching for Arianna. Snow buffeted him, and the frigid cold stabbed like knives with every breath. He could not see past his immediacy and only knew where the High King’s Shadow had been before Kieren used the Hammer to destroy the Rune of Aerilonoth. Sharp shards of stone and fragments of sappy wood littered the landscape. The blizzard continued unabated; the snow accumulated. Sorin moved through it all, alone, praying he had the strength to overcome the elements long enough to find Arianna and some form of protection from the storm.

All the while, a single litany accusingly repeated itself in his mind as he searched through the wreckage of the mountain.

He had failed.


He found her, still bound and gagged, shivering in the frigid cold despite her furs and clothing. She was awake and alert. With fingers going numb, Sorin tore at the knots of her bonds and freed her.

“We need to find shelter. Fast!” he screamed at her through the howling wind.

She nodded, her cheeks reddened and chafed as she hugged herself for warmth.

Sorin was about to call Artiq when the snowflakes and wind disappeared entirely and peace returned around them. Dazed at the sudden change, Sorin looked up to see an enormous shadow step into their midst. Relnyn was an immutable presence but his eyes were warm and familiar. The blue glow of his staff emanated outward as if in protection and warded them from the storm. Although the air remained frigid, the absence of wind made it bearable.

In the Giant’s arms, Evelina rested and was surrounded by colorful blankets like a newborn baby. Relnyn knelt in the snow, maintaining the power of the staff while he cradled the old woman. She looked deathly ill and barely alive, her eyes darkly sunken and each breath a struggling wheeze.

“What’s wrong?” Sorin asked knowing the answer but afraid to concede it.

“I’m dying,” the old woman croaked, pointing down. “Lay me down, Relnyn.”

The Giant reluctantly laid Evelina down onto the icy white grass. She was decades older than when Sorin had last seen her, shrunken even in the blankets that surrounded her, the wrinkles of her face deep chasms. Her skin, so luminescent days earlier, was leathered and pocked with age spots and blue veins. The grey bun upon her head—once so proper and perfect—had been reduced to stray, straggly strands. Age had visited her harshly, but the light of her faith shown in her yellowed, watery eyes. She did not have long to live, and Sorin edged toward tears at the knowledge.

“How did this happen?” Sorin questioned.

“The destruction of the Rune,” the old woman said, her voice little more than a whisper. “It was the connection for Godwyn to the All Father, but there are those of us who have lived longer than normal. Our connection and faith upheld us, and now that link is gone, as is anything we have achieved over the centuries that is connected to the All Father. Even now I can feel the life withering inside of me, awaiting its final release to the Beyond.”

Eyes burning, Sorin looked away. “I failed.”

Evelina shook her head. “You did not fail. It is merely a different path, that which you take now. The Codex Dendreth found was only ever clear you were meant to attain and then keep safe the Hammer. You have done that. Now the choice of pathways unfolds.”

Sorin shook his head. “I do not have the Hammer.”

“The explosion tore it free from Kieren. It is there,” Evelina whispered, pointing a twisted finger beyond the power of the Giant’s staff and into the white oblivion. “At my last, I can hear its song.  So beautiful…”

Sorin rose and moved outside of Relnyn’s power. The cold hounded him, but he paid it no heed. Through flurries pressing close to him, a long lump with a rounded end rose from the snowy blanket of the ground. Sorin reached his hand into the freezing snow, and numb fingers closed about a leather-bound wooden haft. The same song he had heard while within Kieren’s mind filled his soul again, clearer and more certain than it had been before. Even as the storm blinded him, he pulled the Hammer free from its wintry bed, barely breathing. He then moved back within his companions’ presence to view—unhindered by winter—the aspect of his quest.

The Hammer of Aerom was unmarked by the explosion of the Rune. The simple head of the Hammer gleamed slate-grey in the failing light, and the sapphire glimmer of Relnyn’s staff played across it coolly. Sorin held its leather-wrapped haft with both hands, admiring the smooth dark grains of the handle’s wood. A carrying strap looped from the haft’s end. Although he knew the Hammer had a great weight at its steel end, it was light in his hands as though it lent him strength to wield it, a tool he was meant to have. It was as Sorin had suspected when he first saw it; it was a blacksmith’s hammer from centuries earlier. The song soothed his worries and then quieted.

“How is it you can hear it?” Sorin asked.

“I have been attuned to the All Father for many years, Sorin. When Kieren touched it for the first time—in effect, a facet of the All Father handling it again—it came alive once more for its purpose. It is for that reason Kieren could not steal the Hammer from the Vault at Godwyn Keep; it would have awoken the Pontiff and anyone else in the vicinity with the ability to touch Godwyn. It is now your responsibility to see it is used wisely and its purpose is fulfilled.”

“I don’t know what it is to be used for,” Sorin said, looking into Evelina’s eyes.

“Neither do I,” she said kindly. “In time, you will.” Evelina closed her eyes.

“Where has Kieren gone?” Arianna asked. “Is he dead?”

“No, he is not dead,” Evelina replied, her eyes fluttering open again. “He survived. Ganite has returned and knows as much. Child, your role in this is not yet ended either. Stay true to your heart. It is the only thing that will see you through what comes.”

Arianna nodded and tears shone in her eyes.

In a raspy voice, Evelina looked upon Sorin. “You must leave me here. Take Arianna and Relnyn. Return to Aris Shae. My life is spent, but my faith in you remains. Make sure yours does not fail you. The true battle is about to begin.”

Shivers born of the cold and her tone ran through Sorin. “What do you mean?”

“The battle for the Kingdom’s right to exist.” The old woman’s gaze locked on Sorin. “Kieren and his Master made a mistake, allowing the Hammer to stay behind. They know it not. You will remind them of it.

 “Go,” she whispered, barely audible. “I have given you what I could. It is the last.”

With the final embers of her eyes going dark, Evelina died.

* * * * *

The fire snapped and crackled behind him, the hearth filling the enormous room with warmth and light, but Sorin stood with his back to it and gazed out the thick-paned window. The snowstorm had continued into the night after Evelina’s death and much of the following morning until the afternoon had seen it abate and blow itself out. The mountains were blanketed in crisp new snow, and sunshine replaced the void the blizzard left behind. It remained cold, but within the confines of Berwyn, the fire and hospitality of the Snyll—or Snow Giants as Relnyn called them—had chased the numbing effects from their limbs and appendages.

But for Sorin, the only place the cold had not relinquished its hold was within his heart.

Out in the courtyard, Ganite sat within the ice-encrusted snow, a constant reminder of Evelina, its marble-like exterior unmarred and blending into its surroundings. Sorin did not know how the creature had survived its plummet into the mountain’s abyss, but he hoped Ganite had made it difficult for Kieren to flee. With Evelina dead, there was no knowing what purpose the dead Pontiff’s companion brought to the world now. Perhaps the protector of Godwyn Keep had chosen Sorin as its new guardian or maybe it waited for a return to the Kingdom. Whatever the answer, Sorin was pleased Ganite sat as sentinel to the village of Berwyn.

Sorin reached down and took a sip from a steaming cup of a sweet herbal tea, thinking about the last day. With his protective shield about Sorin and Arianna, Relnyn had carried the dead Pontiff down the mountain’s pathway to Berwyn where the Snyll had greeted them with suspicion. The Snow Giants had taken a grave toll attempting to prevent Kieren and his dragon from ascending to the Rune the Snyll warded, and they had buried their dead earlier in the day. If Relnyn had not been with Sorin, the Snyll would have turned the desperate companions away. Instead, they had warmed to the visitors and become gracious hosts.

After the snowstorm ended, Sorin, Relnyn, and Arianna laid Evelina to final rest beneath the soil near the remnants of the Rune’s jagged stump. She had no song to mourn her passing; no Godwyn Keep choir sang her farewell. Blue sky spread as far as Sorin could see, the majesty above lending witness to the old woman’s death. Ganite had reappeared then, and Arianna wept for the loss of the former Pontiff. Sorin placed one of the Rune’s crimson leaves on the old woman’s chest before helping Relnyn fill in the grave. In moments, she disappeared from the world. Once the final dirt had been applied, Ganite moved to rest its head on the mound where the old woman’s chest would have been. It did not move until the last vestiges of afternoon had come.

After the funeral, Arianna slept. She had not spoken of her ordeal with Kieren. The events of the last few days and the death of the former Pontiff had worn the High King’s Shadow down. All Sorin could do was wait for her to be ready.

Sorin ran his thumb over the rough black rock in his hand. It was a fragment from the shattered Rune. When turned just right in the firelight, the grain of wood and the hardened red sap that had run through the tree glimmered. He would carry it in memory of Evelina; it would remind him of the cost of his failure.

He took a deep breath. Evelina’s words haunted him. She had taught him the paths they took were part of a design. But when faced with his enemy, it had fallen on him to choose. Had Sorin made the right choice in trying to prevent the Rune’s destruction? Should he have left Arianna—someone he knew little about and whose allegiance still remained a mystery—to die in order to directly save the Rune? Would Kieren have upheld his promise? The possibilities he had been confronted with swirled restlessly in his mind. He may never know the answer. It was pointless for him to suspect; nothing he could do right now would help anyway.

The snap of a disintegrating ember from the fire broke through his reveries. He reached absently down to his hip.

The Hammer of Aerom hung there attached to his belt. It would never be far from him. Evelina had said the Hammer was his—that he would wield it to its ultimate end—but he did not see the benefit of such a destructive tool in his hands. He was not a warrior or battle leader; he was not a conqueror or destroyer. Powerful men and women would vie for the right to possess it; they might attempt to kill him for it. Even though that knowledge shook him, Sorin knew he would never give up the Hammer; it had cost too much, and it was now his responsibility.

In comfort, the Hammer’s song intruded upon his thoughts with a light, soothing melody. Sorin discovered it was there, in his head, and like Artiq, it was never too far away. But it did little to reassure him. Isere the Witch had said he would kill two Pontiffs, and although he had not had a direct hand in Evelina’s death, he now knew what the ancient shade had meant. Sorin had been inadequate to prevent the obliteration of the Rune, and with its destruction the All Father’s link to the world had been permanently severed. To his knowledge, Godwyn priests and clerics would lack the ability to call soncrists into existence. Miracles would no longer be able to be crafted. No amount of consolation—including the retrieval of the Hammer—could change that fact.

Relnyn came into the room and stood before the fire, warming his giant hands, his staff in the crux of his elbow. After the silence became strained, the Giant said, “I know what you are thinking.”

Sorin did not blink, did not turn. He was tired. “So Giants are mind readers now?”

The Giant snorted. “If that were the case, I would have known the Woman King’s warlock was Kieren.”

Sorin did not respond but remained looking outside.

“The paths we take decide whom we become,” Relnyn said, walking over to Sorin’s window and looking out its frosted glass. “It is not destiny. Through peace and understanding—by protecting and looking out for all life in the world—we are given the path by which to walk. Look at me, Sorin. I have failed to uphold the teachings of my childhood, the lessons learned centuries ago by my forefathers. They survived a terrible holocaust created by their own design and turned from their dark ways. For them, their path was chosen by the world around them. It was either the world’s total destruction through genocide or life. I won’t give up finding my own path. Not while there is a chance for my redemption.”

“What did it feel like? At the Morliun Tower?”

Relnyn frowned. “It was like becoming a dark twin of myself, carrying a mantle of absolute power. I cared not for anything. I craved to destroy. It wasn’t because I was trying to save us; that was merely the impetus. Once unleashed, I didn’t care what lived and what died so long as the world suffered my wrath. It is an emotion that has awakened within me, one I must control. It was an emotion I never want to feel again.”

“You are Darkrell then,” Sorin said.

With a conviction Sorin had not heard in the Giant’s voice for several weeks, Relnyn said, “I am what I choose.”

“Evelina helped you, didn’t she?” Sorin questioned.

“She was a very wise woman,” the Giant said. “The world needs more like her.”

Sorin thought of Kieren. They were a lot alike. Forces beyond their control had ripped their former lives from them and stolen the futures they could have had. How had they walked down such completely different paths—one warmed by light and the other draped in shadow? He had turned from Kieren’s offer even when those he loved were murdered and the pain was still quickened within him. Why hadn’t Kieren turned from the darkness? Why had he embraced it even as Sorin had not? These were questions he had been asking himself the last few days, and he doubted he would ever find the answers.

“What makes a man evil?” Sorin asked. “From what you are saying, it sounds like the path you take is not one of your own discovery. Is that not enabling the world to control you and removing blame from your shoulders?”

“Not at all,” Relnyn replied. “There is a balance in the world, Sorin, and it is undeniable. It’s not established by rules of the world; everything is governed by that balance but it’s in constant flux with polar ends. Good and evil are two such extremes. But what my forefathers learned is a difference of perspective in the world, something to embrace rather than war with. If a person wanders too far down a particular path, it is difficult for them to return to that pathway’s origin. Evil men and women have journeyed too far from their origin and no longer realize there are others in the world on different paths.

“Woe arises when these paths cross,” Relnyn finished. “But it doesn’t have to be that way.”

Sorin thought about what the Giant said. The young man had strong opinions about the world but nothing that gravitated toward a need for violence. Rational discussion had gotten him nowhere with Kieren, although Sorin had glimpsed a moment of uncertainty in the evil man’s eyes. Perhaps there was a possibility Kieren was not entirely evil.

“You are not to blame for what has happened, Sorin. It is the fault of a man thinking in absolutes, and the lies that led Kieren down his particular path were numerous and not of his making.” The Giant peered closer out the window. “We will leave these mountains soon—perhaps tomorrow if the conditions prove favorable—and you may have the opportunity to balance that which has swung so wildly askew. Koniq, the leader of the Snyll, has promised the necessary supplies to make it happen.”

“Koniq has been very generous,” Sorin responded. “The sacrifice he and his people made for us will not be forgotten.”

Relnyn smiled. “Have you ever known an Ashnyll not to care, Sorin?”

Sorin shook his head. He had not. It was one of the things Thomas had told him that seemed long ago now. The Kingdom was in danger. That much Sorin knew. He understood Relnyn’s desire to return as soon as possible; the Giant cared as much as Sorin did.

“It is what we all do with circumstance that makes the difference,” Relnyn said, returning to the reason he had begun the conversation with Sorin. “There is beauty in the world, even in the darkest of times. We must be those who choose to realize it is worth fighting for.”

In the distance, the blue of the sky purpled toward sunset. The mountains were swathed in a white blanket, an eternal prism of colors dying as the sunlight faded. A shroud of fog draped the lower lands, what lay beneath a mystery. It was peaceful. Sorin imagined this was the view the stars enjoyed every night; he knew it might be the last time he enjoyed a reprieve from the coming madness.

Not needing to say anything further, the two friends watched the day end.




 


 


 


Epilogue


 


Standing at the edge of a loamy cliff on the peninsula of Godwyn Keep and the twisted Tanglewood’s snarling depths at her back, Isere the Witch watched the setting sun sink toward the flat expanse of the ocean and breathed deep.

A hundred kingsyards below her, the waves pounded the rock with unceasing thunder. Somewhere behind her, beyond the eastern borders of the Tanglewood and the Bay of Reverence, the last rays of autumn sunlight highlighted the top of the Tower of Illuminae before vanishing entirely, heralding the coming night. The sun dipped into the ocean, casting beautifully layered oranges, reds, and purples upon one another in an ever-shifting darkening, but Isere was a stain amidst all of it, a form blacker than the forthcoming night.

The wind carried the salt and ice of the north, and though she shivered beneath her clothing, she paid it no heed. To feel anything was a change from that dark void she had been imprisoned within; even the most nerve-wrenching pain would be exquisite and a testament to her rebirth. Those who had imprisoned her so many centuries ago were dust, their flesh rotted to nothing and their bones disintegrated, but she remained. The Rosemere had stolen the life she was meant to lead, a plaything for High Kings and Pontiffs.

No longer. The Rune of Aerilonoth was destroyed, and the All Father’s power that once fed her prison was now gone. She was free from the unfeeling black limbo—as were others—but it had also preserved her festering will. Now the rage she carried was all consuming, and only absolute revenge could slake it.

Strands of her white hair came untucked from her cowl and tickled her aged, weathered cheeks. She ignored them. Down the peninsula to her left, pristine-white towers rose from a shining jewel of a city, catching the last fire of the day in dazzling relief. Godwyn Keep. Along with the Kingdom and its bloodline of High Kings, Godwyn Keep shared in the culpability of her imprisonment, their power forcing her essence into that infernal spring. Her enemies were so close she could almost smell them, their sanctimonious revelry of control a stench on the air she could not ignore.

It would be so easy to enter those white, granite towers and halls and destroy every living soul who inhabited it. Godwyn Keep was now powerless, unable to perform even the simplest soncrist, and her power had never burned brighter. But to do so would trumpet a clarion call of her freedom to her enemies, and she desired anonymity. Godwyn Keep and those who stood in her way would suffer her wrath soon enough.

As the wind swirled past her, she smiled. The armies of the Kingdom were fleeing before the pagan power in La Zandia. It had begun. There were others of her faith still in the land, of that she was sure. They were weak—a shadow of their former glory—but that would change in time. Even they would be unaware of her and the forthcoming power struggle to take place. Time would be her cloak, her shadow, and she would use it until it no longer served her.

She closed her eyes and reached out with her power, tendrils of her soul probing the land beneath her feet. It was changing. A gathering of will and power born of the land—an authority the world had never known before—was building. The Rune’s destruction had upset the world’s balance, and other forces would soon rise. Most would only feel the onset of winter—the fallen temperatures, the horrendous weather, and the deadened life after the harvest—but the end of the All Father’s power signaled the coming of an entity more powerful than any that had walked the world before.

Isere opened her black eyes and smiled, the wind whipping whitecaps upon each wave. There were others in the world as powerful as she was. Even while imprisoned in the Rosemere she had felt their presence. Two sons of the All Father—one twisted and evil, the other born in response to the first one’s fall from grace—walked the world with their own agendas. One even possessed the Hammer she had used to kill Aerom. They were both powerful, and although she had to be wary of them, she would revel in their demise at her hand.

The sun disappeared beneath the horizon, taking all warmth with it. Winter was coming, and with its chilling touch the Scion would be born. To control it would be to control the world, and Isere intended just that.

But first, she would have to find it. Then she would have her revenge.

Darkness bled west from the eastern horizon, a patient predator eternally stalking its prey. Isere would be like the night, but her quarry would not escape.

She turned and entered the Tanglewood, her cloak brought close.

And she was gone.
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