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"There's no waiting for the pulse-pounding action, the bloody trauma, and the intricate world building in Mercy: Tears of the Fallen. It all smacks you in the face right out of the gate, and somehow, through all the machinations and the quests for vengeance, you find yourself rooting for characters even as you dread their fates."

Philip Chase, Author of the Edan Trilogy


"A gritty and fast-moving fantasy from a promising new voice."

Kirkus Reviews (✓‘GET IT’ Recommended)


“A meticulously crafted world bounded only by the limits of the human spirit which Mercy tests and explores, offering precious little of its namesake.” -

Jake Remmert, from Nerd Level Rising


"This is one of the most dangerously ambitious and boldly imaginative debuts I have ever read."

Grimdark Magazine - Esmay Rosalyne


"This is going to be something enormously special. This is a debut that demands people's attention." 

John Minton of Talking Story and one of the Authors of Discovery


“There will be emotional damage.” 

Zammar Ahmer, Author of The Book of Astea Duology


"This will undoubtedly go down as one of the best fantasy debuts this year; if not the best."

Zachary Shaye of Shaye's Library


"Dillon throws you into the deep end... His writing is good. Really good... He's doing something special here, bringing his fiery passion to the story in spades." 

iSamwise, Book Reviewer
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For you, Pops.

July 20th, 2013


Quote
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"To meet the true self, one must stand between their shadow and their light. They must face the darkness within. They must turn both ways to see what truly drives them, and in what direction: forward into the light, or down into the darkness."

“Broken Martyrs are apart from their calling. So they come again—Tears of the Fallen.”
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Dramatis Personae
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Note from the Archivist:

As the Archivist, my job has been to collect as much information as I can about the major players who turned the world we know.

Some, I am happy to say, were friends. And so, whether by firsthand account or by the journals they left behind, I have been able to put together their stories in an unerring manner. For others, I imagined myself inside their heads in the times leading up to their convergence in order to deliver to you, Reader, the most accurate depiction of Maetlynd’s history before the world wholly changed.

In that faithful recollection, I hope you—whether researcher or simply curious—understand that the events are documented to the best of my ability as Archivist. Maetlynd’s history is one ruined time and time again in the telling.

I have included a list of notable figures whom you shall encounter on this journey here at the front of this volume. In the back, a glossary of key terms. I write down all of these terms, as they have grown archaic, or shall grow archaic if I do not mark them as a point in history.

First, comes the tale of the Tears of the Fallen. Of the Martyrs and their loss. And the rise of heroes who once left the world behind. Do not enjoy this journey, but let it be a lesson. Let it guide the good and the bad, so that we may do our best as we grow into our new world.

And do not fear all that you read, for there are far more frightening things still.

Notable Perspectives and Characters:

Alevist: Former Knight of the Nine Runes. The Seraphim of the Daemonine. Husband to Linera.

Ceranna: Seeress to Halvayne with unknown origins.

Dullo: Stained Haftil Vagabond.

Erevayn (Erety’il): Exile of Kaledar. Runeborn Aranari. Son of Artorious and Rhenya. Brother to Janilynn.

Galigus: Leader among the Stained. Consular of Edelvin.

Halvayne: Leader among the Hardranians. Head of the Snow Mane Clans.

Hayde: Stained Ranger. Former Omen Rider.

Ilanudin: Amrinil Consular. Father to Viyala.

Ilatu: Silderai Kaledar. Son to Shrinale and brother to Steyvin.

Ilteria: Uldonai. The High King’s Weaver.

Kalinuo: Kalatari Crimson-marked. Leader of Village Milanteus. Father to Bolin, Hulin, and Toulin.

Kythos: Ver’Skyi Consular. Father to Scillia, Pertelian, and Tilnar.

Linera: Former Amrinil Elunine. Wife to Alevist.

Merin: Former Ordained. Minstrel for Noble Courts. Mentor to Erevayn.

Neera: Stained Ranger. Former Omen Rider.

Salasmir: Aranari and Hand to the High King. Mentor to Viyala.

Shrinale: Silderai Consular. Father to Steyvin and Ilatu.

Stalhom: The Last Artisan. Daerikal.

Steyvin: Silderai Kaledar. Son to Shrinale and brother to Ilatu.

Talanis: Kalatari Consular.

Telvath: High King of Maetlynd.

Viyala: Mentee as Hand to the High King. Daughter of Ilanudin.
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THE BEFORE
I
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Fear smelled better on enemies.

The dampness in the air outside the golden city. The crack of leaves breaking from that sacred Tree branch. The ground shaking with the approaching horde. The warmth of blood leaking from a fresh cut. Fear was all of those things, all at once.

Harglon shifted in his shackles. He hated smelling fear on himself; he hated the ocean breeze and the blistering crash of the waves outside, the scent of iron chafing his skin and the sweat mixing with his blood as it dripped to the stone floor.

He tilted his head up, clearing his throat again, the irons clanking. He had spent so much time alone the previous weeks—his brothers and sisters of the former blood knights he was responsible for were now lost to him. He shouldn’t have gone to the Dawn Tree alone, for too much had been at risk. Saving Maetlynd, a world already so lost, had been a moot venture. The other Knights of the Nine felt Alevist had done that already.

Cursed them all. That’s what Alevist had done. The fool had no idea what he invited into their world. Alevist. Harglon spat what little saliva he could manage, his mouth still dry. Alevist was the man that had stopped Harglon, the leader of those former Bloünine, from ever getting to the Dawn Tree.

The Bloünine used a form of Will frowned upon by the other Orders. Theirs was a mysterious magick, one that called for a connection to the Outer Gods. When it served the other Orders, the Blood Will was of the greatest power. It stopped generations of evil from taking Maetlynd, leaving it secure under the Artisans’ rule. The same Demigods that died when the enemy came from Mersianei.

They brought with them the Crimson Death. The Red Blight. The Reckoning.

When it had ended, Stalhom was the only Artisan remaining. And he had abandoned the blood knights before the Reckoning. When they finally decided to take their loyal followers and wage war against the other Orders of the Nine and the Republic. In what was supposed to be the Last War. The Blood Rebellion.

Harglon’s rebellion failed, and the Reckoning came. The other Orders frowned on augmenting the body with the Sacred Runestones—that was why he had decided to call to arms his brothers and sisters. Yet that very augmenting was what the Bloünine did in order to grow stronger; to face the monsters they were sent to kill in epochs past. Now they were rewarded with imprisonment, the other eight hunted like dogs, the same as Harglon. The Runestones they worked so hard to harness were a great source for magick, but Harglon learned the truth—they weren’t the only source. There was something more. And one day, the lies of the Artisans were going to come out. But he wasn’t likely to survive long enough to be the messenger.

Footsteps echoed down the hall, causing him to stir. He couldn’t move much, for he wasn’t strong enough. Pain was something he learned to love as a blood knight, but fear he was not kin to. That changed when Alevist ripped the Runestones from his skin. It was his fault Harglon now suffered. It was Alevist’s fault.

Warm blood dripped down into his palms as his wrists boiled from the irons. The sun beat down through the crooked bars, the chill in his spine discordant against the warm breeze.

Mercy, he begged. That’s all he wanted. He had proven himself before, and countless weeks into torture, he suffered still. Harglon was all too familiar with the agony. A good Bloünine wasn’t worth a damn if they couldn’t use pain. His gaze drifted once again to the shallow drying holes in his torso and forearms. Where he used to embed his Runestones. Where he used to hold his power.

Empty. Everything felt empty. There was no power, only pain. The same pain all the Runeborn felt when they used their Forms, but the Bloünine felt the most profound connection to that discomfort. Pain had always been an answer. But with fear, it held none.

The footsteps drew nearer. The hair over Harglon’s face scratched beneath his brow as his head rose, rattling the chains once more. His red-tinted skin burned, a deep fire raging within. His heart beat faster, blood dripping from the open wounds in his chest. If only he had his Runestones. If only he had his strength.

“Harglon,” a voice said. Still in a daze, his vision blurred, Harglon couldn’t make out who spoke. A shadowy silhouette stood over him. “You can still serve.”

Harglon glanced up long enough to see glimmering red scales on the man’s skin—an indication that a younger Daerikal was before him, one of Harglon’s own kin. Those whose blood came from the line of the dragons of Mercy.

Mercy.

“We gave you everything,” Harglon said. “Why… betray us?” He labored for breath as his head fell once more.

“We aren’t betraying you,” the voice snapped.

Harglon’s eyes weren’t adjusting in the shifting light as he forced his chin up. It felt as if the Omen Form of Will poured through him, severing his connection to the All Will.

“We are saving you,” the figure said as he waved his hand in the air. “We will make you whole again. That I promise. You only need to hunt. For us, not for your Order’s own greed.”

Where was his Order, his brothers and sisters? Admittedly, he cared less and less as the weeks went on. His neck gave out and the irons clanked. Then he swallowed, his mouth still dry.

“Those who came before sacrificed themselves to save us from the Blight. And what they left behind was of great value.” The Artisans’ rumored sacrifice. The Outer Wills poisoned their blood, and so they put their gift of eternal life into Runestones. Into what became known as Tears. “You know—of what I speak,” the voice said, hesitating. The figure started to pace as he placed his hands behind his back. “You will train more warriors to help you hunt down these artifacts. And you will be redeemed by the world you turned away from.”

Harglon fought against the weight of his head, his black strands of hair stinging his eyes, sweat dripping over his face onto the stone floor. The man before him shifted into focus.

How can I say no? “Yes,” Harglon said, bowing in relief.

He felt a smile burning into him. “Then I will give you a force. And you will find me the Tears.” The figure then turned to leave.

Harglon’s blood continued to pour from him, a single grueling drop at a time.

Drip. Drip.


II
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3153 Epoch of Artisans (The End of the Seventh Epoch), Stalhom’s Isle

"The great powers gave up more than their stones to see the world forward. But in doing so, they showed true unity." History on the Ceremony of Unity —Findil the Historian

Across the Sundered Sea, the lands were shattered. And not enough space stood between Alevist and the destruction.

His golden eyes veered north, hoping to see nothing but the red clouds that had always lingered there, even before the Merciani attacked. He didn’t want to see their sails—the sigil of the Briared Blade ebbing with the breeze. Perhaps they had already made it back to Mersianei, or had died along the way.

Alevist scoffed. Mersianei, the shores no man of Maetlynd has ever ventured before. Admittedly it was a place he’d always wanted to see. The land of adventure and myths his Artisan, Aranor, had told him of all those years ago.

Aranor was the strongest of Alevist’s lineage, but it was Alevist who had stopped the Merciani. It was he who had placed a Tear in the Dawn Tree and another in the depths of the Kal’duun mountains inside that last dragon’s lair. The dead would never rise again.

The Merciani soldiers knew their cause was lost when that maddened force of combatants dropped dead for the final time. Then, the last of the Merciani had sailed away. A month had passed since they returned to their home, Mercy. But still, all of that bloodshed lingered in Alevist’s mind.

Footsteps approached behind him as he held his hand out in front of the parapet, flexing and relaxing it. He could still feel the warriors who trusted him, their life dripping between his fingers as he stared into the dark depths of that cold mountain.

He looked up and brushed a piece of his dark blond hair from his eyes, scratching at his freshly shaven face. He expected to see the red clouds receding back over the ocean. The same clouds which brought the crimson storms; the storms that poisoned their water, the storms that drove their people mad. The Blight turned its victims into a force for the invading enemy with no purpose other than absolute destruction. It mattered not how many he had cut down leading to that dragon’s lair, or those he slew while defending the Dawn Tree. They had already taken so much.

“I see you’re taking to the peace well,” Artorious said, placing his hand on his friend’s shoulder.

Alevist turned to acknowledge him. Artorious’ dark hair was tied back, showing his fair skin and bright hazel eyes. His pointed ears poked up as he furrowed his brow.

“Don’t you look at me with those searing golden eyes,” his friend said. “You think our lovely wives have made it back to the Witesands by now?”

“I’m sure they’re both settling in,” Alevist said, forcing a smile as the image of Linera came to mind. He took a long sigh while peering over the balcony of the Last Artisan’s estate. Ships pulled into and out of the small port, the bells ringing below. The open ocean between the Isles and Taldreas—where the Witesands were—rippled with the strong wind.

Artorious’ heavy hand fell from Alevist’s shoulder. There was a fluttering above as birds danced away from the finely carved stone. The Isles had fortunately escaped destruction during the Reckoning; it was no wonder Aranor had ordered Alevist to send his family to Stalhom’s citadel for safety until it was over. He stared down at the rest of Se’l Tobahn’s beauty and felt its peace.

“Do you think we placed his Tear well?” Alevist asked, his eyes still facing the sea. He thought of that gem, its base set inside the crimson stone which sprouted from the red storms. The Tear of the Artisan, Aranor, in his hands before he melded it into the earth.

Artorious’ smile weakened. “There was no better place to put it. Not to mention, not everyone who was given one passed the test. There’s leadership who won’t be joining us at the Unity today.”

Alevist turned his head, eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

Artorious threw his arm over Alevist’s shoulder as the two stepped inside. “Whispers are that some have gone mad after being Trusted. Things are boiling over in southern Anvia, so they’ll be down one representative today.”

Alevist had been one of the Trusted. With Aranor’s passing, he felt he’d betrayed that very trust. The trust of being the direct advisor to an Artisan. Being given Aranor’s Tear was a responsibility Alevist never thought he’d have to carry.

“Well that makes Unity awfully hard.” Alevist closed the balcony doors, the sounds of the waves below dampened by the panes of glass.

Artorious shook his head and pulled away. Scarlet and gold curtains undulated in the remnant breeze. “We need not worry about that now. The Unity Ceremony will end, then we can go home. You’re one of the last Aranari—you have some more procreating to do.”

One of the last, Alevist thought. Those of the golden eyes are truly dwindled. His people, the Aranari and the land they used to prosper on, had gone undefended while he was away.

“Let’s hope we get back before our little ones are born,” Alevist said. “You know they’re both mine, right?”

Artorious smirked, moving toward the door to the chambers, massaging the palm of his hand. “No chance. Before we left for the mountains, Rhenya didn’t leave my sight. Omens, as soon as I brushed the doorknob she might’ve gotten pregnant.”

“Either way, we’re going to have a few Aranari running around here soon enough. Sorry to say your wife’s bloodline is likely stronger than yours.”

“Oh, shut it.”“

You want your son to have your crap eyes? Fine, I won’t say he’s mine then.” Alevist thought of Linera once again. She had set off a week prior and he hadn’t stopped taking every chance to think of the time he was going to have with her.

They descended a stone spiral stair. Alevist braced himself as he turned the corner, his hands grazing the salt crusted onto that cold, blue stone.

Artorious cleared his throat, sticking his tongue into his cheek as he walked. “By the way,” he began, “I made sure to get us a place in the meeting hall where we’d be able to sneak out. I already spoke with Stalhom. Although he wants us there, he assured me there’d be enough time for us to make our ship. The tide shifts as the moon rises.”

Alevist took the lead as they exited the spiral. A once bustling space, it used to be busy with Weavers and their innovations during the previous age. They studied here at Stalhom’s castle before being sent off to other noble families or places of great need. They had labored within these very walls, crafting the filters that had saved the people of Maetlynd from the Outer Necrotic Will and the Blight brought on by drinking water touched by the storms. Now, the quietness of the space grew more eerie with each echoing step.


Everyone likely waited in the amphitheater, but Alevist’s friend always loved an entrance. Artorious had been late arriving at Alevist’s chambers—probably to ensure his holsters looked a little off-center, or that a patch of dirt was visible somewhere on his tunic. The two continued to move through the halls, drawing closer to the Runestone table.

The connection to the stones never went away. Alevist reached down to his hilt to brush his finger over the embedded stone. The attachment to it was something that couldn’t be lost. Or if it ever was, it’d feel as strange as missing an arm or leg. He knew his time was coming.

As they turned the final corner, he realized he had never asked Artorious what had happened to his gunhildr. The tribarrels still sat in their own smaller holsters about Artorious’ waist, never to be clicked into the base of the gunhildr’s pommel again. The gunhildr had stopped working after Alevist had placed the final Tear in the depths of that mountain, turning the remainder of the maddened undead to crimson stone.

Artorious must have noticed Alevist looking at the holsters. “The pulse from the last Tear radiated something through me. So I don’t know if it’s me, or a malfunction in the Weavers’ designs.” Artorious pulled one of his gunhildrs from his leather holster. He flicked it open and the empty three-way rotary shot out. He spun the clicking, silvered steel. His Runestone was still embedded inside the ivory handle, as were the three between the empty spaces where he would have loaded iron missiles. The arrowhead symbol of the Elunine still glowed crisp inside the center of the small stones, but was somehow dimmed. “The weapon won’t fire. I pull the trigger, the hammer pulls back, but even when I reach for the Will, the Rune powder won’t ignite. I’ve had Weavers look at it and I’ve talked to other Elunine like Tara and Dulin. Everyone’s having the same problem.”

“And no one can fix it?”

“It’s not a priority now. Filters are the focus. Weapons of war have gone on the back burner because the Cleavers are working on establishing a system for water to flow safely through the major cities.” Artorious curled his lip. Cleavers hard at work meant Merin was going to have his hands full. With the Kul race almost all gone, Merin needed to teach others to use their Forms of Will.

Alevist shrugged. “My blade still works, but I haven’t been able to radiate Dawn directly through it. With the little one on the way, it may be time I hang it up anyway. In solidarity with you of course.”

Artorious smirked. “I reckon it’s time for a respite.” He placed his gunhildr back into its holster. “We have to focus on our families now. We’ve earned that at least. Besides, I quite fancy the old bows of my Order.” He patted his long leather coat under his arm, where his other weapon was holstered, and sighed.

The air in the granite hallway thickened as the two looked to the brass doors that led to the bridge. Both took a breath in through their noses, a simultaneous pause. They looked each other over, and of course, Alevist found a patch of grime settling on Artorious’ white tunic. He shook his head as his friend winked, and they pushed the doors to the bridge open.

“You figure they’ll make you High King?” Artorious asked, beginning to move across the bridge.

Alevist shook his head. “They already asked. I turned it down.”

Artorious’ eyebrows rose and he halted. “They must not have liked that, Alevist.”

“Wasn’t their choice.”

Artorious nodded and continued on.

The waves crashed on stones below, this time the sound reverberating much closer. Guards lined the walkway to two iron bound wooden doors set in a towering stone archway. Forged through fire, sweat, stone, and blood. The council area beyond had been used only once before, when the Last Artisan determined the future of his people. Before Stalhom had become the Last. Around the stone archway, an open sky remained. Lit torches exposed the outdoor space that lay behind the mossy walls at the end of the bridge.

Alevist focused his eyes on the door ahead and listened to the guttural shouting match over the wind and water below.

Both men stared down the line of armored men on either side. Dozens of red Daerikal eyes peered at the two warriors, and Alevist felt the weight of the land once more. Each guard, from the top line back on the spacious bridge, bowed as the two men passed by. Patches of that red, coarse skin were seen through weak points of the armor set. The Drogunine—the only Daerikal peoples allowed to roam the rest of Maetlynd. Now, upon that bridge, whittled down to a protective force. With the Merciani gone from Maetlynd, though, defending the bridge seemed a fitting station.

The guards nearest the doors stood waiting for the two men to approach, peering through their black iron full helms, their deep, red-on-red eyes blinking with silent reverence. They pushed the door open, revealing the amphitheater and those gathered around the Runestone table. Alevist now saw those who were arguing; it was the Hardranians.

The chains holding the iron slats in the doors rattled as the massive threshold closed slowly behind the two men. The eyes of the many turned to them. Salasmir stood near the backdrop of the table, turning his own golden eyes from his conversation with Telvath. Salasmir wore ceremonial white armor with a golden sheen, his light hair long and draped about his shoulders. A cut lined the right side of his face and he looked to be favoring his right shoulder as he approached them.

Three of the last Aranari were now in a single room together, including Alevist. The two others—Telvath and Salasmir—wore a sigil of the three golden blades angled into each other. A sign of unity expected among the three men.

Alevist glanced down at his own worn gambeson peeking out from under his clean and freshly sewn tabard. Perhaps he should have been thinking more about his own presentation than his friends’. The black underneath the tabard was visibly stained with dirt, despite him doing his best to remove it. In the light of the sun above, Artorious’ coat shone cleaner than before they had walked in. A part of Alevist was always jealous of the way the Weavers had done their long coats.

The space around the table was almost empty. There was supposed to be a Unity—all of the Consulars should be in attendance, ready to lead the way forward. The new Republic was set to begin.

Salasmir wrapped his arms around the two men. “You’re awfully late.”

The shouting match reached a fever pitch off to their right. The noise came from the Hardranians conferring among themselves in their savage tongue, some with white hair contrasting against their dark skin as the sun set overhead. Those among them with lighter skin wore tanned leather with silver embellishments, their hair a fiery red. Alevist narrowed his eyes. The Fire Heart clan had taken land from his people.

“Late? We thought we were early,” Artorious said, taking another step forward. At the other end of the Runestone table, Stalhom stood, conferring with Telvath.

“The event ended about a dial turn ago,” Salasmir said. “I admit, it is strange not having those keepers anymore. I’m sure once the Weavers get done with some more of their filters, they’ll go back to solving how we tell time. For now, all we have is the sun and the moon, eh?”

Alevist took a step forward. “Then let’s go speak with Stalhom.”

“No need,” Salasmir replied. “I can fill you both in. In fact—” He turned the men around. Alevist pushed back, spinning to face Salasmir. After surviving the siege in Kaneretta, he possessed the confidence of someone inches taller.

“What do you mean fill us in?” Artorious asked.

Salasmir shrugged. “With you both retiring, you don’t require a brief from the Last Artisan.”

Alevist grunted, angry eyes on Salasmir.

“He’s occupied, is all. Come, let’s go to the Great Hall and eat. Fewer servers nowadays, but surely someone will bring us something.” Salasmir’s chin was sharp and brushed with stubble. A single year of ensuring the entire population of Maetlynd wasn’t wiped out had aged the man. Alevist wondered if he was starting to appear the same.

Alevist kept his eyes on Artorious’ brother-in-law. How had he been in attendance at the turn of a new Epoch, and two of the men who were responsible for its establishment not? Alevist cleared his throat and willed tension from his shoulders as they went back across the bridge.

Alevist and Artorious flanked Salasmir, his arms still wrapped around the two. “Each of the Anvian and Taldrean representatives will be the new Consular of their respective people, reporting to our new High King.”

Alevist paused, gently taking Salasmir’s arm from his shoulder. “And who would that be for Ar’den?”

“For us, my friend, Telvath has become King. And who better?”

“And his Hand?”

“Vandlin, since the two are in such close proximity to each other.” The Amrinil leader of the Elunine had accompanied Telvath for many years.

“And where will they be stationed? Primarily?” Artorious asked, stepping away from Salasmir as a few of the other representatives moved around them.

“The Dawn City.”

“Edelvin?” Alevist said, crossing his arms.

“That’s right,” Salasmir said. “For now. Word is they’ll be giving that city over to someone for an entire rebuild. They may end up getting their own citadel here.”

That made sense enough. The two races were bound by proximity, but the Hardranians would be hard-pressed to be sympathetic with such a choice. “And what of the Hardranians? The Bloünine? My Order?” What will become of the Daemonine.

“Everyone who bears a stone for the purpose of fighting shall become Kaledar, under their personal Consular’s own ranking system. The Bloünine of course are still being hunted down. And the Hardranians—” Salasmir turned back toward the bridge, his lips curling. “They weren’t the happiest. But we shall see. They were having a hard time coming together on who would be their representative, so they brought everyone here. Hence the racket.”

Alevist shook his head and leaned back against the wall. A moment passed and he gripped the bridge of his nose. “You should have come and gotten us.”

“I suggested it to Stalhom, but he figured you two wanted some peace and quiet. Said you were going to leave early, besides.”

“We could have quelled whatever issues the Hardranians had,” Artorious said. “We could have shown our support for Telvath.”

“Doesn’t matter now.” Salasmir smirked. “It’s done. And so begins the Eighth Epoch. The Epoch of Unity.”

“Wipe that self-important smile off your face, brother-in-law.”

Salasmir flattened his gaze at Artorious. “Come. Let us go and eat.”

“No need,” Artorious said. “I’m not hungry. You, Alevist?”

“I think it’s better we go finish packing.” He turned away from Salasmir.

“Don’t forget to turn in your stones!” Salasmir shouted across the empty halls, a crashing wave from below emphasizing his last words.

Artorious scoffed, pulling both of his weapons from their leathers, holding them at their barrels. “Unbelievable.”

“I guess it’s to be expected,” Alevist said. “Besides, Art, I can’t go back to being some high Kaledar, and nor could you.” At least a good Omen Mark was on the way. The Mark of Honor, even though it would take away his ability to harness Runestone, meant he could reenter an Order if he so desired. An Omen Mark of the Exile, on the other hand, would’ve made that impossible. But that didn’t quell the feeling that he was indeed being exiled.

Artorious shook his head. “It would’ve been nice to have a proper fucking send-off.”

“Salasmir doesn’t know any better. He never harnessed a stone.”

Artorious scoffed at the mention of his kinsmen. “Doesn’t matter. You heard him. It’s done. Let’s go turn them in and catch the next ship the fuck out of here.”“

Sounds like a plan to me,” Alevist replied.

The two made their way through the empty halls for what felt like the final time. They would turn their Runestones in, and they would take on a life of peace, though it seemed that peace would never come. But at least they didn’t have to fight against Blight-mad savages anymore.


III
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01 Epoch of Unity; AR (Fourteen Months Later) Thonn, East of the Witesands, West of the Capital of Edelvin

"The reason he hunted them is unknown. They say he was the one who killed them besides. They say he was the one who killed his family." The Killer of the Order of Blood. Text from Mercy

Thump—thump.

A steady crashing of an open pane.

Gods, stop that sound. Alevist’s eyes shot open, the world a blur. A breeze blew in from an open frame as the rippling shadows of white curtains coursed over his face. He sat up, alert as if woken by the bell of camp. He rolled out of bed and hit the floor.

Thump—thump.

The sound of pattering footsteps crept up the stairs as Alevist rose to one knee. Yilera peeked through the door before flinging herself on him. He let himself fall, laughing as his daughter prodded his stomach. Her little Amrinil ears poked through her white-golden hair, her dimples radiating with her smile. As he rolled around, he reflected on the time it had taken him to decompress. To be able to relax. Months? Has it taken me all these months of being home?

“Good morning, Daddy!” she said. As he turned over, his eyes met Ubbe’s. The drool now dripped down the dog’s chin.

“Quit slobbering all over us.” Alevist wiped the dog’s saliva from his forearms.

Thump—thump.

He turned to the sound, looking past Yilera to see the window crashing against its frame.

Standing, he grabbed his daughter. He stole that next instant to stare into her eyes, moving her around as she giggled, ensuring she was real. Ubbe’s tail thumped against his leg, wagging in excitement.

Yilera paused to touch her nose to her father’s face. “It’s so nice having you home, even though you stink.” It was hard to believe she was seven. Alevist couldn’t help but smile wide as he held her before him.

She was growing up before his eyes. Something he had feared, during the Reckoning, he wouldn’t live to see. Alevist placed her down and wiped off his beard and lips. “I see you’ve been helping Mother cook,” he said. A bit of flour and a gooey substance got all over his clothes. He put his hand to his nose and smelled the raw egg. “You’re going to have as much time to get breakfast on me as you’d like, sweetheart.”

The excitement now poured from Yilera’s smile. She stood twiddling her fingers in front of her. “I know!” Her hands shot up. “Mama said you’re not going anywhere.”

Thump—thump. Alevist started toward the window.

He grabbed the window, stilling it. Outside, trees rippled like the ocean in gusts of wind. Deep in the wilderness, there were still reflections of red stone, though the trees had finally started to bloom again. The shadow of the Dawn Tree skirted over the forest to the east, its radiance shining in that far distance. As he shut the glass pane, a final gust of the outside air blew heavy onto his face. He laid his hand over the blooming curtains, flattening them.

Yilera trailed him to the nursery in the next room as if attached. He looked back to his daughter. “Head downstairs honey, I’ll be right there. Give Mommy a kiss for me.”

He watched as she danced her way down the stairs, flying as if assigned a task by an Artisan. He slowly pushed the door open. The creaking noise was too loud for his liking, so he continued with a quick shove of the door to try and ensure the rusted hinges quieted. Inside the nursery was the bed he had crafted for his newborn son, Aulder. Peace.

He enjoyed the quiet. He looked down upon the sleeping baby, happy his antics with Yilera and Ubbe hadn’t awakened him. As Alevist brushed the top of his son’s delicate skull—only ten months old—Ubbe nestled his chin beneath Alevist’s left hand. The boy lay swaddled in Alevist’s old crimson cloak.

After a gentle kiss, he moved into the hallway, leaving the door open a crack in case Aulder began to cry. The scent of cinnamon, eggs, butter, and fresh tea leaves filled the house. As he and Ubbe descended the stairs, Yilera ran back, gripping the bottom of Alevist’s open shirt. The laced tunic revealed the top of his chest, where his Omen Mark of Honor had replaced the Runemark he was born and trained with. A retired Daemonine now, the Mark was a more honest and kind reminder than he had expected. He looked down at the brand, rubbing it with a smile.

It was bizarre to think Stalhom had started handing out Omens, granting the use of Will. To be Runeborn meant you were supposed to be born with a Mark, proving you worthy of the ancient stone. But now, the Last Artisan was using his gift of Will for those unworthy. With the vast thinning of the population, the argument was easy for Stalhom to make. But Alevist had expressed his disagreement before leaving eleven months prior, after he had gone back to help establish the new rules of the Kaledar.

Running his hands along the stained wood of the banister brought back all of the memories for his bloodline that the home held through the years.

In the kitchen, that crafty woman stood, working wooden spoons and spatulas, stewing up something that smelled as if it came from the castles of Ar’den. “That one sounded like it hurt. You should really consider waking up like a normal person instead of falling out of bed,” Linera said, without even a peek toward the staircase.

Focused on perfecting her usual batch of eggs and biscuits, she moved with an enviable grace and efficiency. She stood tall in the kitchen, owning the room.

Alevist smiled as he shifted toward her. “I would consider that if the person I was sleeping next to wasn’t constantly backing me up off of the bed every night and stealing my covers.”

“Our covers, darling,” she said with a sideways grin.

“Right. Our covers.” Alevist leaned on the wooden island in the middle of the kitchen, his hand now caked in more flour.

“Can you blame me for wanting to be so close to you? You’ve been in and out for the last however many years. I’ve pinched myself every night since you’ve been home.”

Before Alevist could sneak behind her, she set down the cup of tea she’d been sipping and spun to face him. Her hazel eyes looked up to him, a wonderment only matched by the sight of their daughter and son. Her black hair was tied back in a scraggly bun, her smile bit into a piece of his chest.

You have never looked so beautiful, he thought.

Her smile grew as their gaze stilled.

“You’re lucky I’m a lot to deal with, or I would think you were a pain in my ass,” he said. He finally grabbed Linera, picking her up off of her feet and placing her on the counter before planting a kiss.

“Ahem,” Yilera said, reminding the two that she was waiting for breakfast.

Linera hung from her husband as she hopped from the counter, before turning to put the finishing touches on breakfast. Her face blushed as red as the sun. Alevist squeezed his wife from behind, kissing her on her cheek.

“They aren’t going to take you back again, right?”

“What would make you think that?” He smiled at Yilera.

“Daddy, please don’t go anywhere.”

“Merin is supposed to stop by—he sent a letter. He’s going to see Artorious first. Something private that’s supposed to take you away, I’m sure.”

Alevist tilted his head to the side, sticking his tongue in his cheek. He knew what Merin wanted. The man was obsessed with preventing another Reckoning. “I’m not going anywhere darling,” he said. “I’ve gotta stay here to train my little girl to fight off traulths!” He let out a primal roar, while tickling his daughter. Her laugh lit up a warmth in his spine. He then gave her a gentle kiss upon the forehead, tilting his ear toward the stairs to listen for Aulder’s crying.

Luckily nothing, he thought. Peace.

Although Alevist had spent most of his relationship with Linera in war—or on some order from Aranor himself—he realized then how deeply he had missed home. The ruins of once-complete cities tarnished most of Taldreas. Some of the only semblance of purity remained right in the very woods their home occupied.

Linera looked at him, a soft smile matching her rising eyebrows. More than anyone, she knew the scars he bore. Since he had been home several months now, with no more work to do for the Unity, she’d had time to explore his body and the fresh scars upon it. He hoped it gave her a newfound appreciation for what he had been doing. Surely, she knew why he omitted the details, having been a Runeborn herself. Perhaps one day he would tell her of the mountains and the Dawn Tree. But as she peered back over her shoulder, their eyes locking, he needed to be present.

Linera had been an Elunine in her own right before taking her Omen Mark of Honor and giving up her Runestone. A renowned archer, she hailed from a small tribe near the western Amrinilian coast, right off the Witesands. The way she dominated the kitchen for breakfast was reminiscent of the presence she brought to battle in years past. Now, the Hardranian raids presented a new challenge to her family back west, but fortunately, she wasn’t inclined to leave. The only true cause for concern where they lived might be if the Stained decided to get aggressive, but that was why he kept his blade, and she kept her bow. Alevist’s eyes veered over to her weapon, hanging off the kitchen island.

“You better not leave. There’s a lot of time we still haven’t finished making up for.” His gaze shot back to Linera and she winked. What she implied drove him wild, blood flowing through his body. The look she gave him could burn a city down. Breakfast, time to think of breakfast.

“Can we sit down and eat? You have me working up an appetite, darling.” He glanced over to his sword on the wall, now tilted on its holder. “Yilera… did you try and take that down again?”

Yilera ran to the table, giggling. “I would never do that, Father.” Whenever she called him that, he knew it meant trouble. But he smiled, still.

Alevist walked over to the front door, tested the iron locks, and turned towards the window right above the desk. Yilera’s framed drawings of the three of them together sat on the windowsill, the most recent one showing Aulder cradled in Linera’s arms. His eyes were drawn to his dagger, made from one of the claws of the great protector Khal’jrousax, which lay between the pictures. How much blood he had spilled. Gormeron and Drask flashed before his eyes, their blood pooling in his hands.

A breeze stirred him from his solemn thoughts as he propped open the window. Alevist walked over to his greatblade, Malstran. The runic silver blade, the length of his arm span, was responsible for the death of many a maddened Vilegaur and Merciani.

A sharp, bluish tint lined the patterns and marks on the blade. It still held the vial of liquid soft Runestone that would move with his swings, changing the weight of every slash and cut.

The scales of Khal’jrousax were forged into the metal, leaving charcoal-colored speckles in the bluish gleam. He held it in one hand, the hilt protruding out the bottom of his tight fist. The three carved-down dragon fangs at the base of his hilt curved up toward the straight edged blade, protecting his hands.

“Sweetheart, put that thing down and come sit.”

He turned and smiled at Linera as she raised her eyebrows at him.

He blew on the spot in the center of his hilt where his Runestone used to be, dust floating away. Still polished, the old radiant glow was all that was missing. The Omen’s shackles severed him from his weapon and tore at his heart. He looked back over his shoulder at his wife and Yilera sitting at the table. Ubbe’s pup eyes warming him, too.

Alevist affixed the sword on its mantle and made his way to the table. Linera brought more food over. The smoke from the pot over the fire began to seep out of the open window.

“Alright, alright… I was hoping I was gonna spark your appetite one way or another,” Linera said, eyeing her husband up and down. Yilera ran back to the kitchen to grab plates and utensils. Meanwhile Ubbe found his spot right beneath Alevist’s legs and snuggled his chin upon his master’s feet. Linera finished placing the food on the table and turned to grab Yilera.

The forkful of food halfway to his mouth clattered onto his plate. His hand reached up to his shoulder, where an arrow sunk deep into his muscle.

The open window.

His gaze shot to his sword. “Linera, get down!”

His wife halted with Yilera still in her arms.

He stood and flipped the heavy table as numbness trickled down his left arm. Linera pulled Yilera behind the kitchen island.

More arrows punctured the dense wood as he looked down at his hand. Blood trickled through the creases of his fingers. He forced a breath and then darted to the mantle where his sword rested. Another three arrows shattered the window. One found its mark, piercing his right hip. He staggered but pressed forward, grasping Malstran.

Linera leaped for her bow, shielding their daughter from that volley as the door was kicked open. Arrows rained through the two forward windows. The archers must have been close, for the shots sank deep.

Alevist pulled his greatblade from the mantle with his right hand, his left still numb at his side. He broke the arrow stuck in his hip with the dragon teeth on his hilt, turning then to engage the enemies coming through the door.

The first assailant struck downward at Alevist with a large ax. Alevist dodged, feeling a twinge of pain radiate through his leg. He riposted, piercing the man’s chest. The blade broke through the attacker’s spine and blood splattered onto the man behind.

Alevist twisted his blade and threw that dead enemy onto the second assailant, knocking him off-balance. Linera drew her bow and fired. Her arrow bit into the right side of the second enemy’s temple, dropping the larger man in the doorway.

More arrows sang through the door and he dove for the cover of the desk. His boots crunched on the shattered frames of Yilera’s drawings. Malstran was stuck in the first body, just out of reach. He dug through the detritus around the desk, finding his dragon-claw dagger and ripping it from its sheath.

Linera fired off two more precise shots through the doorway, taking out another enemy. With three bodies piled up, the couple had bought themselves time. Alevist heard the sounds of silence followed by the shuffling of armor and feet.

“Come out, and we can make this a fast death for you, Alevist Lightseeker.”

“That doesn’t sound too enticing.” Alevist wiped at his mouth as blood trickled on the back of his hand and onto his dagger. He pressed the bloody hilt of it against his chest, using the wall next to the door to snap the arrow in his shoulder. No time to pull it out. The numbness was concerning, but a jolt of rage burned within him—the enemy had used his informal name.

Alevist whistled to Ubbe. The dog was trained to grab Aulder and pull him out of the house. Ubbe bolted, but an arrow passed through the doorway and stopped him in his tracks. The dog fled back behind the stairs.

“Fuck.” Alevist closed his eyes, feeling the dagger in his hands as he raised his chin to the ceiling of his hearth. In my hands, you are danger, he thought.

He looked into the back of the house through the kitchen, nodding to Linera. They had planned for times like this. Linera grabbed their child and started toward the safe room.

Alevist spoke to cover them and peeked out to see who it was in his yard. “You know, typically when we have guests”—a cough came from deep within his chest as he struggled to breathe—“we like to make them tea and ask them to leave their weapons outside.” Artorious would have come up with something better.

Shit, Artorious. His mind raced—if they were here after him, there was a good chance Artorious was under attack too.

“You know where two Tears are. Step out now and tell us their location and we shall make the death of your wife and daughter quicker than yours.” The deep, sinister voice yelled from the grass alcove outside. Birds chirped and fluttered as Alevist caught a brief sight of Harglon, the Bloünine; the Liegemaker of those Blood Knights. He was mounted upon his horse, staring in.

How could he have escaped? “I thought they’d killed you for me.”

Harglon had fought against Alevist before the Reckoning in the Blood Rebellion. When the Blight came to their shores, Harglon’s entire Order abused the fact the red death was running rampant through Maetlynd. Alevist barely managed to keep them from Edelvin’s Sacred Woods. But he succeeded in preventing them from reaching the Dawn Tree, where they desired to imbue it with their Will of Blood, to take it as their own.

That Alevist would be able to defeat the man in single combat as he had at the gates to the Sacred Woods, even he now doubted. He didn’t have the strength.

“I was able to repent. There is still hope for you. Tell us where the Tears are, and we will indoctrinate you the same way. You may yet earn your place in Mercy. Your wife especially.”

Earn my place in Mercy? What the fuck is he talking about?

Alevist stood against the frame, his eyebrows furrowed. “I have nothing to repent. Artisans trusted me for a reason. Now leave my home and go back to the shadowy hole you crawled out of. You’re not touching my wife.” He looked to Linera, seeing her scowl and glance at the ceiling.

Harglon’s scornful huff echoed into the house. “If only you knew what it takes. What is to come.”

Alevist shook his head, blood still dripping from his shoulder, his breath heavy. No reason to seek further information from this brute. He was set on killing Alevist and his family.

Harglon’s men laughed along with him. “Mercy awaits us all, Alevist. But first we must do our part in the mortal lands. If we do not ensure our security, we will all sooner meet a finite end.” Harglon paused. “Come out now and tell us where the Tears are.”

Alevist peeked, catching a glimpse of Harglon’s face. It had turned into a scowl; his men tensed up, readying their weapons. Harglon wore no helm, the red-tinted skin of his face showing proudly in the light of the mid-morning sun. His black hair curled down to where his left ear should have been. “You will tell me.”

Gore now covered Alevist’s linen shirt, soaking his left sleeve. “I can’t. They’re in their final resting place! Leave us.” He hated feeling weak. He hated being apart from his stone. He had never felt the shackles so heavy as he did then. He’d need to fight with pure skill.

As he dipped his head out once more, trying to get a count on the number of enemies, another arrow flew through the doorway and grazed his right cheek. Linera appeared in the back room, this time without Yilera. Ubbe still waited under the base of the stairs, but arrows would periodically sing through the door, forcing the dog to flinch.

Alevist looked to his wife, smiling and huffing out one more weakened breath. He wanted to offer himself so she could live, but he had to fight. Harglon wouldn’t keep Linera alive, not after what Alevist had taken from him. His power.

Linera drew her bow right before crossing the threshold back into the kitchen, sending an arrow through the front door. The missile struck another fighter in dark clothing standing next to Harglon and his horse. The perfect time for Ubbe.

Alevist whistled again. Ubbe bolted up the stairs, the next arrow hitting the step beneath the dog as he made it up.

“Be done with this madness,” Harglon said calmly, kicking the limp body over. “We offer you only peace if you were to give it to us in return.”

Alevist looked out one last time, seeing that twisted smile go from ear to ear.

Yilera’s scream echoed through the back rooms to the front of the house. Linera rushed for her, arrows flying through the door at the same time. One struck the back of her calf, but she didn’t slow down. Aulder’s cries sounded from upstairs and Alevist’s eyes shifted between the top of the staircase and the doorway into which Linera had disappeared.

“Alev—” His wife’s screams grew muffled through the palms of someone’s hands.

He lifted himself off the wall, starting toward the stairs. Fierce snarls on the second floor, and then, Ubbe squealed.

No. Alevist shifted from the steps toward the back room where he heard Linera and Yilera’s howls. Caught for an instant choosing between the life of his son, or his wife and daughter.

A fierce pain entered his back, that same piercing agony from the first arrow. The shatter rumbled up to his skull—all feeling in his body then lost.

He dropped backwards from the staircase, his world darkening.

He tried turning his head. He wanted to stand, but his body didn’t respond to his demands.

The massive hands of a Haltrishari grabbed his bad shoulder. His other shoulder was caught in a second firm grip. They pulled Alevist’s bloodied body toward the front door. The sun peeked through, blinding him. The pain now radiated through his entire frame. He had no control over his limbs.

The crackling and the smell of flame filled the open air. The home he was supposed to protect started to burn, and his son and dog were still inside. But Alevist remained helpless. He heard his wife and daughter bellowing in fear as they were dragged from the rear of the mottled hearth.

Crimson dripped from the knuckles of the two men carrying him. Blood came from his mouth, his body tumbling before his kneeling wife and daughter. The Haltrishari man took his powerful hand off Alevist’s shoulder and grabbed the back of the Aranari’s hair, turning it to face his girls.

“Everybody wants to go to Mercy, Alevist, but nobody—wants to DIE.” Harglon began to speak, using the old universal tongue of the Nine Orders. “We take your eyes, so that you may guide us to the truth. So that you may be our messenger.” In front of Alevist, the dragon-claw dagger hummed red in Harglon’s hand as it rose to the sun. He was unable to move. Numbness overtaking his agony. As quick as the blade rose, it pierced down into Linera’s right eye.

Her screams. Martyrs, her screams.

They echoed through the trees, those cries of anguish unheard by anyone besides the wind and her kin. Harglon spoke again, “Ueth shun tikl yoar blodth. Ailro redunin thulin MERCY.” He twisted the dagger in her socket, puncturing deeper into her skull. When he finally removed it, her screams stopped. Harglon drove the dagger into her left eye, the blade barely cauterizing the sockets shut while blood seeped through still.

Yilera’s screams sent chills through Alevist’s spine. “No!” he shouted. Or at least, it felt as if he had, but nobody reacted. Nothing changed. He had no control of his body. Helplessness bore down on him. He couldn’t use his Runestone. The weight of the shackles about his Mark drew his body down, closer to the earth. Powerless. Hopeless.

Harglon dropped Linera’s limp body from his hands. Alevist’s eyes followed the empty sockets upon her face. No air sucked into her chest. Harglon moved to Yilera, held by shadowy figures with the whites of their eyes glowing crimson.

Harglon raised his dagger once more, kneeling now in front of Yilera. His own red-on-red eyes closed as his head tilted back.

He turned to look at Alevist. He could barely see through his tears, but the Haltrishari hand still held his hair, forcing him to watch. “This one is for taking my Runestones,” Harglon said. Then Alevist’s dragon dagger slid across his daughter’s throat, her small hands struggling against the grip of those holding her. She tried reaching for the open wound, the blood seeping down her blouse. Alevist nearly ceased breathing. The numbness of his body overwhelmed him.

Harglon signaled the men to drop Yilera’s body. The child’s figure tumbled to the ground, landing on top of her dead mother with a soft thump. Alevist’s eyes were still locked on the bodies of his kin. The flames crackled behind him. Harglon took the blade and walked over, speaking the words once more, “Ueth shun tikl yoar blodth. Ailro redunin thulin MERCY.”

Then Harglon hesitated, growling as he pulled himself back. “We can’t kill him. Not yet,” he snarled. “Get the Weaver’s rope and take the wife’s body. We’ll hang him until he tells us. Take him further from the house—I don’t want him burning before he gives us what we need.”

Harglon pointed over Alevist’s shoulder, black smoke dotted with red embers filling the air. Harglon’s men tossed Alevist to the ground, his face kicking up dust. Men pulled his wife’s body away, letting Yilera fall limp into the dirt.

He wished only for mercy, but instead was forced up again, a tug of pressure pulsing where the arrow had numbed him, and then it was pulled out. Harglon’s hands pressed on the wound and his Will of Blood crawled through Alevist’s veins like a snake. The wound closed, and the numbness faded. But before Alevist could move with any amount of strength, they had tied a noose around his neck.

The black rope went taut as they threw it over a thick tree branch, the heat of the fire from his burning house now reaching the left side of his face. As he regained feeling in his arms, he tugged at the rope around his neck, pressing his fingers in the creases and pulling hard with all his strength. A group of Harglon’s men lifted him and the rope cut off Alevist’s breath. His neck strained, as if it were being yanked from his body. He kicked his legs weakly and his body turned. He saw a couple of the Haltrishari struggling to hold him up—succeeding, but barely.

Perhaps he could outwill them.

Then he was dropped into the dirt, coughing again as he tried sitting up, aching for breath.

Harglon’s voice came from above. “You will tell us.” Then, the sounds of the man mounting his horse. “Do it until he talks.”

Hooves clattered away. The men yanked on the rope again, hoisting him higher. Alevist strained, arms shaking as he fought to hold his weight off the noose. Four of Harglon’s minions stood in a circle, each eager for his turn hanging Alevist from the same tree he had once run around with Yilera. This time it went on longer, and no matter the strength in his hands, he felt himself fading. Black poured over his gaze as he blinked softly, staring at the shroud of the Dawn Tree through the smoke and fire over the close tree line. His eyelids grew heavier.

His light faded.

And then it went out.
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Year 34; EoU; AR (33 years later), OSSILITH

"When the Gods realized their failure in the Epoch of Runestone (see Histories on the Third Epoch), they started over. The Sacred Woods spurned the start of a new age; bloodlines were chosen. The Artisans decided who would be born of Rune Born of the Will." Book of Nine Runes

The flask weighed heavy in Erevayn’s pocket, his hand drawn to it.

“Where the fuck are they?” he asked, turning his head to his companion. Merin eyed the two guards across the street. The house they watched supposedly contained cultists, the Hardranian extremists rumored to be planning an invasion of Duchess Scillia’s wedding in the coming days.

Merin shrugged, glaring up at Erevayn. Merin always had that look on his face—like his plans would always work. His tied-back black hair was starting to gray, and Erevayn, seeing the top of his mentor’s head in the gas-lamplight of this darkened alley, realized just how old the Kul was getting. For this particular raid, Merin had opted for a darker garb than his usual, wearing a leather cuirass and a black fastening for his braided beard.

“They should be initiating already,” Merin said.

Erevayn shook his head and a bead of sweat dripped into his left eye. He lightly tapped the flask. He wanted that drink. They should have already cut in.

Suddenly and silently, the two guards at the door fell. Arrows wept blood from their necks as their bodies sank to the mud and cobble.

The two Omen Riders Merin and Erevayn were paired with had shown skill time and time again in the preparations for this raid. Erevayn lifted his hand from outside his pocket where the flask rested, his faith slightly restored in Neera and Hayde.

He and Merin ran forward, moving as quietly as they could to the door of the house.

Both Hayde and Neera draped their bows over their shoulders. They pulled their long- and shortblades loose from their sheathes next, lining up outside the door opposite where Erevayn and Merin stood.

“Took you two long enough,” Erevayn said.

Hayde rolled his mismatched eyes—one violet, one crimson. His sister shared the same feature, but the colors reversed. “We took a detour,” Neera said.

Erevayn held his greatblade up, both hands on the haft as he pressed his back up against the wall next to the door. Merin stepped in right beside him. It had taken weeks to finally find the lead that brought them here. The conflict between the largest faction of Hardranians in northern Taldreas—near the Ardent Wall—was hitting a high point. The Hardranian extremists had been moving into the city since the wedding announcement. Hopefully that bit of gossip, courtesy of city guards who didn’t know their asses from their elbows, led them true.

Hayde checked the knob of the door. It turned easily enough. “Idiots didn’t lock it,” he whispered.

Erevayn smiled, turning around and down to see Merin’s shared expression. The old Kul had taken care of Erevayn since his Exile. He was one of the reasons the group of four were given the job to hunt down the extremists. The city guard couldn’t go around kicking in doors—not under the oversight of the Unity.

Kythos wanted it done quietly and fast. And the Ver’Skyi Consular was going to get his wish.

Hayde pushed through the door first, loud voices piercing through the threshold into the street. Erevayn was the second one in, blade at the ready. In the entry hall, a set of stairs ran up to the floor above and down into the basement.

Darkness had fully taken the upper floor. Downstairs, dim lantern-light threw drifting shadows of the talking figures into the stairwell. Erevayn guessed by the angle of the silhouettes that the enemy were fifteen or so paces in front of the steps.

The four mercenaries had entered many houses such as this, and so Erevayn knew the layout. The Hardranians would likely be set up around a table. And if it were like most of the other hits, there would be no information at all. But the guards outside this house suggested a different story.

Neera came in, and then Merin. They all had forgone armor for this particular raid with the exception of Merin’s leather. Stealth had been voted the favored strategy—a risky call, considering the stakes. They needed to catch at least one of the Hardranians alive.

Then, Erevayn would get answers as to who killed his wife six years ago. Saving the Duchess’ wedding would be a plus; but the Duchess’ wedding-day bliss was not Erevayn’s ultimate goal.

As they all settled into a small hall beside the entryway, ready to launch their assault downstairs, loud footsteps pounded on the floorboards above them, then moved down the set of stairs overhead. Whoever it was bore no candle. And by the cadence of their steps, the Hardranian was either angry and slow—or tired.

The large figure then turned the corner; a man. His shaved, white head gleamed in the slight orange light radiating from the entryway. He rubbed at his eyes with a yawn. He was shirtless, in a pair of brown tattered trousers, and covered in different tattoos from head to toe. He stopped at the top of the stairs as he found his footing.

Tired.

Erevayn grabbed onto Hayde’s shoulder, hoping he wouldn’t act too quickly. The entranceway was dark enough. There was a chance the man wouldn’t see them and instead continue through the house. A small chance.

The man stopped and turned, his eyes still half shut as he leaned and peered down to the basement. “Would you all shut the fuck up?” he yelled, his voice low and guttural.

Erevayn watched as Hayde scrunched one side of his face, sucking his teeth.

The Hardranian turned around, stretching his neck forward as his eyes widened. Hayde charged, tackling the man, driving both blades into the larger man’s chest. They rolled down the stairs.

Erevayn stormed after with Neera behind him, grabbing at his shoulder. They spilled together into the cellar. Hayde started up from the corpse and pulled his blades from its chest. The group of Hardranians drew swords and axes. The room around them was mostly stone, the top half of the surrounding wall made of worn, dense wood. The orange light was much brighter now. Flour bags were stacked up in the corners of the room.

“Ah fuck,” Hayde said.

Erevayn counted seven or eight enemies before they charged; more than half white-skinned, the others with a deeper brown complexion. Hayde was already breathing heavily, but he ducked the opening swing of the first attacker, piercing the man’s back with his shortblade in a reverse grip.

Erevayn swept forward, striking with his blade as he had countless times before. One Hardranian fell, then a second. This supposed breed of warriors dropped as fast as Erevayn remembered them falling all those years before, when he used to lead as a Kaledar against Hardranian raids.

Neera and Merin followed up, taking the rest down with sweeps of their blades. Merin harnessed his Runestones, tendrils reaching out to pull the enemies into the heads of his green-glowing shortax and longblade. The Primordial Form of Earth.

In moments, only one Hardranian remained. She stood at the head of the table, she too with a shaved head. Her dark skin showed the white stubble growing at her scalp. A map lay on the surface before her. She put both hands on the table. A Runestone gleamed in her right forearm, a silver Runemark of the Primordial Form of Flame rising from wrist to elbow.

She coursed fire to her palms, holding them to the browned parchment as it began to burn, flame extending from her hand.

In the next instant, she pulled something from her pocket. Erevayn charged.

“Stop!” Merin yelled. But it was too late. She put whatever it was in her mouth and chewed, swallowing faster than Erevayn could tackle her to the floor. He peeled back her fingers from her clenched fist to find mossy remnants within. She lit that aflame too, Erevayn’s hand flailing as he smashed his pommel into her face.

When he rolled her head back over, all he saw was her dead eyes locked open.

“Fuck,” Erevayn said.

“You killed her?” Neera said. “We needed her alive!”

Erevayn turned to Merin, leaning over them. “It was glassmoss.”

“It’s too late, then,” Merin said, standing up before an ounce of Will emanated from him and the Runestones about his vambraces. The man had collected many over his lifetime. As a former Ordained in the Nine, he was well-practiced in most of the Forms.

Merin reached for Erevayn’s burnt hand, radiating Dawn Will through it. To feel it again—invigorating. That rush of Will pouring into his hand healed the burns, but the aching lingered. The skin would be far less sensitive than if Merin hadn’t healed it, and he now bore some of that pain.

Erevayn turned to Hayde. “You tackled the man down the stairs.”

Hayde shrugged, his eyebrows rising. “That wasn’t why we failed.”

“Why don’t you tell me why we failed.” Erevayn took a large step toward the Stained man.

Hayde stepped forward himself, Neera jumping between the two before a fist could be thrown. “Stop it. Both of you.”

She pushed against the center of his chest. A piece of her tied-back strawberry blonde hair had fallen over her violet eye.

“This isn’t going to bring them all back.”

“Wouldn’t want that anyway,” Hayde said, spitting on the body of the first man he felled.

If there were any others in the house, they would have made themselves known by now. But only silence remained as Erevayn stepped back and started to look through the bodies.

Merin sent Hayde and Neera through the rest of the house.

Erevayn pulled the hoods down from those who had been wearing them. Each of their heads had been shaved to the scalp. With the number of clans in Hardrada, it was impossible to tell where each was from. Those of darker skin tone were likely from southern and western Hardrada, while those of lighter skin could have been from anywhere.

Erevayn walked back over to the table after he stood from the last of the bodies. Merin was looking at what little remained of the map. “Nothing?” Erevayn asked.

Merin only shook his head, sighing.

Erevayn slammed his fist down on the table. Merin continued to look about the room. It seemed Erevayn’s mentor was trying to avoid his gaze. Hayde and Neera came down the steps.

“Nothing,” Neera said.

And with a scowl on his face, Erevayn stormed past the twins and upstairs. He had one thing on his mind. His hand drifted again to his flask, this time pulling it out for a drink.
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Hayde turned and watched the front door slam.

He leaned back over the railing and avoided his sister’s frustrated gaze. Merin still stood over the dead body of the Runeborn woman they had killed, shoulders slumped. He leaned down and jammed his dagger into her wrist, likely pulling out the Runestone embedded there.

Merin started to move past the pair, stopping to look up at them. “We’ll see you back at the Cask. Rest up the next few days. There’s nothing we can do now but be ready for a fight.” He walked up the stairs and out the door.

“So that’s it?” Neera asked.

Hayde put his hand on her shoulder. “I suppose so.”

“Just what we fucking needed. Another fight.”

Hayde nodded at that, and his sister walked up the steps. Do we leave these bodies here? He shrugged and turned to follow.


They moved through the city streets, heading back to the third level. The rest of the city above emerged from the mountains. The Artisan Ossilith had surely built a fascinating piece of architecture. Even through the night, the remaining Cleavers picked away at the remaining crimson stone embedded into the scaling walls of the massive city. All nine levels of it.

Each level stacked more inward toward the mountain, the highest near a mile above, formerly housing the most noble and richest of the Ver’Skyi, and Ossilith, their Artisan, himself. After the Reckoning, that level of the city had been wholly abandoned. The eighth level was known as a stopping place for the High King and housed the primary estate of their current Consular, Kythos. The seventh, which held the broken time-keeping dial tower, was rumored to be loaded with long-ranged siege weapons. The sixth was the only level accessible to the common people, though only those padding their pockets with marks and icons had a reason to be up there; for the architecture and craftsmanship of that level was the makings of legends.

Parts of the city, though riven with destruction from the Reckoning, still stood strong; another testament to Ossilith the Artisan’s abilities. For a group of demigods said to live forever, the Reckoning sure challenged that notion. Only one remained. And of course the All Will had left the people of Maetlynd the meanest. The Last Artisan.

Thoughts of Stalhom inevitably brought Hayde back around to what Galigus had asked of him. What it would mean for the people of Alfaney to get it, for Cyril. Some artifact. Some gem. A tear-shaped Runestone? Whatever it was, he needed to keep the request from Neera. Not because Galigus had asked, but because he didn’t want to deal with the shame of her judgement. She hated Galigus. But he was trying to aim for a new way forward, one that didn’t require the hidden rule of that Artisan. Hayde had always been suspicious of the Artisan, for there was no way he let the High King make all the decisions. Right?

Now that Galigus’ son was marrying into the Unity, perhaps that would take a burden off the Omen Riders and mean peace for the Forgotten. It could also mean more separation from the Last Artisan.

Neera wouldn’t understand all of the moving pieces—the politics of it all. On second thought, she might be better at understanding it than he was. But she would be mad if he were part of the maneuvering.

This failure with the cultists potentially ruined Hayde’s chances of ever finding the gemstone Galigus wanted. Or perhaps it improved those odds. After all, rumors said the Duchess Scillia wore one around her neck—the gem that had been found a month or so ago on the western shores north of Dul’Vulgo.

Whatever value the tear-shaped Runestone held, Hayde couldn’t know. But he suspected Galigus didn’t know either. By the sounds of it, the gem seemed to be important in a vague sense. A symbol, perhaps.


Chapter 2
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“The Stained built a force After Reckoning worthy of the Unity’s attention. And so, they paid attention.” Documents on the Unity, After Reckoning

Viyala’s footsteps echoed into the old war room.

The guards standing at the door allowed her passage. Her father’s closeness with Salasmir, the Hand to the High King, was one of the reasons she was chosen to shadow him at work. One of the many reasons.

She always made a point to be kind and unassuming in public spaces—unlike her sister, Vilsera, who always acted the opposite. But, when approaching the High King in his council, Salasmir had taught her never to appear shy or outspoken. Always radiate humility, but let the room know you’re there. It was a balance her sister could never quite strike.

The King stood at the head, Salasmir beside him at the large round table. The rest stood idly and nodded as they held their hands behind their backs. There were far fewer at the council than in years past—a sign that the Unity was working. Each race focused on rebuilding their smaller, more remote villages and cities while the population grew.

Besides, all of the Consulars would meet at the Isles within the next few weeks to discuss everything King Telvath had seen on his route. There had been rumors of traulth sightings. But they had found no evidence to suggest those behemoths still roamed anywhere in Maetlynd. That report to Stalhom would be easy to make—Viyala’s first ever to the Last Artisan that she was preparing on her own.

On their journey from southern Anvia all the way to the north of that continent, traveling across the Sundered Sea to the northernmost portions of Taldreas and far to the east right before Edelvin, Viyala saw the world of Maetlynd in a different light than when her father had taken her years before. Things were actually progressing. And now she was trusted to report on all of it.

As the King laid eyes on her, pausing in his words to the rest of the council, guilt lingered within her. The King’s Weaver had been killed before leaving the Witesands—the woman said to have been in an affair with the King. Viyala’s father, Ilanudin, had been responsible for letting the small Hardranian force go awry for too long, and a part of Viyala felt she should have stepped in and prevented it. But she knew her father’s cunning would sometimes yield mistakes. His confidence led him to overlook things time and again—a confidence Viyala’s sister shared.

Since Ilanudin had come into the Amrinil Consularship, she felt it overwhelmed him. But too often did she see the softer side of her father; a side her sister despised.

“Lord King?” Salasmir said, pulling the attention of the King back to the map of Maetlynd.

Telvath blinked twice, his somber eyes shifting from Viyala. She moved around the empty portion of the table to stand beside the Hand. “Yes,” the King said. “I think the wedding will yield a proper result.”

“Lord, I would be remiss to not mention again that the event seems far too hurried. But uniting with the Stained and giving them their legitimacy will prevent more breakthroughs from the Hardranians, such as occurred at the Witesands. So I cannot argue with your logic.” When Salasmir spoke, the King listened. The two had been side by side ever since Viyala’s uncle passed. And they had even fought together at Kaneretta, the stories written on the Hand’s own face, the scar below his right ear stretching down his sharp jaw.

“I assure you,” the Stained Ambassador, Keltyde, said, “Galigus has a force that alone is worth allying for.” He shook his head. “You have underestimated our Lordship and all he’s done for the Dawn City.”

“Hold your tongue,” Salasmir said. “You speak to the King.”

“At peace, Salasmir,” Telvath said, turning back to look at Keltyde. “Your Lord is honored here. Make no mistake, the rumblings of his progress have spread throughout the land. And the Unity is prepared to recognize the Stained and the so-called Forgotten, as long as their Omen Riders stop their raids on our filter caravans.”

Keltyde nodded. “We have been in talks aimed at getting the Forgotten on board. It will take some time, but the standstill this last week has helped.”

Telvath looked to Salasmir. “You still think I shouldn’t attend the wedding?” The words were spoken as if to an old friend instead of Hand to the King.

Salasmir stared back, eyes unblinking. “The threat from the Hardranians is too vast, Sire—too real. We should make our way out of the city before the wedding, until the threat to you decreases.” Salasmir put his hand down on the map out of reflex, as if the weight of his burdens pressed down onto him.

He lifted his hand from the models that represented Mersianei, the traditional name shared by the old Orders from the far continent. The design was based on reports by the Merciani people themselves, now scattered in the mountains and settlements of the Vileborn around remote parts of Maetlynd.

“Once the wedding is over, we will continue on through Dul’Vulgo, then to the Isles to complete our trip,” Salasmir finished.

The King nodded, looking once again to Viyala then back to Salasmir. “And you think this will be the greatest accomplishment of our tour?”

“I think it gives your kingdom more stability, Lord. The tensions in Anvia will settle, and we can finally start giving all people of Maetlynd the care they need—whether they’ve wanted it all these years or not.”

Viyala looked between the two men. Oh, how she wondered if the King judged her behind his intrepid face. The resentment he must have felt toward her, by extension from her father. Blood is blood. She rolled her shoulders back, still sensing his hidden frustration.

Salasmir turned now, finally acknowledging her presence, his eyes softening.

“Let us speak more tomorrow,” Telvath said, aiming his own smile toward Viyala. “We can talk of the Vileborn then.” He finished gathering up his things as the other, quieter, council lingered. After a short time, the guards shifted, guiding the King from the table. The rest of the council followed behind.

Telvath nodded back toward Salasmir, granting him permission to stay behind and speak with Viyala. She bowed as he passed. “Viyala, always a pleasure to see you.” The man had been leading a shattered world back from the brink of destruction, guiding races who were almost wiped from existence to live in peace again—his own facing the worst of it. Viyala did her best to show her admiration toward him, despite the vitriol he had seemed to carry from the Witesands over the last two months.

“I apologize for being late,” she said. “I hate looking like a fool. But I got caught up by the Wells with the new Weaver.” The Wells bore a source of Will in each—a bewildering sight.

The doors which led outside closed behind the King and the rest of his company. A few of the King’s Stalwart Guards remained in the room; Salasmir’s detail. Tall, strong, and distinguished by their gold-inlaid armor which glimmered even in the dim light of the room. Salasmir, with his eyes still locked on the table, whistled an order to the remaining men. They left the room.

“It’s quite alright,” Salasmir said. “It was a council you were aware of. But there is no more of that to give. The wedding is still happening.”

“You don’t agree with it?”

“Not the timing of it. But it is certainly the right political move.” He placed his hands back on the map, still hovering over Mercy. Its unmapped mass lay to the north of Hardrada, uncomfortably close to her very own Witesands.

He looked up to her. “You have been of great service to the United Maetlynd so far. The High King sings your praises and is happy with the progress we have made on our journey. I can’t thank you enough for being such an ambitious pupil. But there is one more thing we still need you to do while we are here in Ossilith.”

“What would that be, Lord?” Viyala grew skeptical, worrying what Salasmir might ask.

“We have a project we are working on with your father back north,” he continued. “You remember my nephew? As I recall, before he wed your cousin you two were rather close.”

She blushed, her face warming as she turned to look down at the map. “Yes, Lord.”

“Perfect. He is trying to work his way back into the good graces of the Kaledar. And though the Exile Mark may not yield him an opportunity in the Order again, his blood ties with me have afforded him such—potentially.” He removed his hands from the map, shaking the clouds under Mercy. “He will be at the wedding next week.” His eyes rolled, almost imperceptibly. “I need you to keep an eye on him. Do you think you can do that? I want to see the progress my nephew has made. And I see no one better suited for the task.”

She kept a straight face, doing her best to keep her emotions from showing in her eyes. “Lord, I will do as ordered, if it pleases you.” She bowed.

“Come, let us walk.” Salasmir placed his arm over her shoulder, guiding her from the room. There were so few Aranari left on Maetlynd, it must have killed him to have his own nephew Marked as an Exile at a time when everyone should have been banding together. Though she resented Erevayn, she still felt he hadn’t deserved such a fate.

She and her mentor did share one thing in common—both were Runeborn, yet neither harnessed the ability to use a stone. Viyala had foregone it, understanding her responsibility to the realm, even as she began training under the Weavers. Salasmir, on the other hand, had never borne a stone, though he didn’t hide his desire to do so. When the Unity began, powers were bestowed through an Omen Mark delivered by the Last Artisan himself. Salasmir declined the opportunity, seeing no need for such gifts. He felt his sword was ready to be put behind him after Kaneretta, and only wanted the challenge of learning under Vandlin before the man’s death. He’d received it, and in so doing, he’d led a fine life in one of the most demanding roles in Maetlynd.

They exited the massive chamber, the setting sun over Ossilith shining down on the seventh level’s High Castle. The parapet only had small divots along the battlement; no siege weapon was able to reach those heights of Ossilith, though the rest of the seventh level did hold such weapons of their own. Viyala was too young to recall the blood spilled upon those very walls, yet a weariness overcame her as she gazed nearly a mile down at the city below.

“Your father will be very happy to hear of this development,” he said with a wide smile. “I shall report to him that you are on the forefront of our war against a broken Unity. You are a direct deliverer of peace as we continue to recover from the storms.”

Viyala mirrored Salasmir’s expression. Her heart warmed at the thought of her father. The idea of the Unity breaking didn’t leave her mind, but the excitement at her father’s approval drove her to move past it. “When do I need to start watching Erevayn?”


Chapter 3
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Northern Anvia—Silderuun’s Fall

"They cried and cried and when their deaths were to come, their Trusted received their Tears." The Martyrs – Book 2 (r.1)

He took in the air as if for the first time.

Steyvin could breathe underwater, but every time he breached the surface felt like a rebirth. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to that,” he said, looking over to Ilatu as he floated.

To his right, his brother followed behind him. The ocean waves crashed along the shoreline a short distance away. Over the break of the waves, the two had come from a dive to the ancient city of Aldueen. It was the former underwater hearth of the Silderai race before the Artisan, Silderuun, decided the city itself was limiting the survival of his people.

“Fuck, I forgot how fast you swim,” Ilatu said. He was breathing heavily too, more from the effort of the swim than anything else. “I can’t believe it wasn’t there.”

The sun glared into Steyvin’s eyes and he held his hand up to protect them. “You sure this is where Dullo said to go?”

“Right where he told us to go,” Ilatu said, his eyebrows rising. “Tear was supposed to be there.”

Steyvin nodded, looking around to get a view of the shore. From this distance, he was able to see the black sands clearly; black from the fire of the first Dragons. He turned around to the horizon, seeing the western peninsula of Hardrada and a few distant ships that looked like small birds. The Hardranians were fortunately sailing back to where they came from. Steyvin was still unsure of the reasoning behind their retreat.

“Fucking cunts,” he muttered. Further on the horizon, dense storm clouds rained red lightning beyond Hardrada. “I don’t know how they live so close. I wonder if they’ve tried to sail there themselves, or if those fools from Taldreas are the only ones.” He slicked his long, dark hair back over his head, grazing one of the floral patterns embedded in his cheek. It was cool to the touch, but he still scanned the horizon once more to ensure he and Ilatu weren’t anywhere near danger as the storm clouds bristled in the distance.

“It wouldn’t matter,” Ilatu said. “I’m sure the Hardranians don’t let them through the Pieal Strait. I wonder if they’ve learned yet.” The strait bordered the northernmost portion of the Witesands and split after the wall, a region now fully controlled by Hardranians. It had been years since anyone had sent ships along it, trying to sneak beyond the magicks that protected that ancient land.

Ilatu was fresh out of his final bout of Kaledar training, and had more recently studied geography.

“I forgot about that. See?” Steyvin huffed, a smile across his face. “I still don’t know how I made it through the training.”

Ilatu laughed, continuing to tread. “I do. Father, of course.”

Steyvin’s legs kicked in pattern to stay afloat. Ilatu did the same. The ritual of a Silderai was tough enough; learning to adapt to the aquatic environment as their bloodline had morphed through time. Losing the ancient city made each proceeding generation less and less reliant on their abilities to swim. Luckily Ilatu and Steyvin had a father strict enough to instill the importance of it before throwing them into the Kaledar Rite when they turned seven.

“Alright.” Steyvin turned back to face the black shores. The tree line was visible and so was his father’s citadel. “I’ll see you when you get there.” Steyvin took off, diving into the water before pulling at the current.

Steyvin felt his brother’s arm reaching for his feet as he continued to weave through and under the budding waves. He was caught by some backwash about to crash and pull him under, but he was able to steady himself as he continued to slice through the surf.

Steyvin took in one last gasp of air as he trudged through a final break, crawling onto the black sands and powering into a standing position. He looked back to see if he’d made it first. No doubt, he thought. It wasn’t a race, but he had always been the faster swimmer.

He checked his satchel and his leather belt. The silver pommel and violet hilt of his blade were visible, one of his Runestones marking the center of it, the small vial at the center of the sharp edge shifting with his own turn of the blade. He glanced at their pile of belongings. They were where he’d placed them, but something appeared different.

He gazed into the tree line over the sands up a small slope. There was some ruffling, but the birds this far north of Anvia were usually bustling in the summer; breeding and fluttering after most of the predators moved farther inland to chase bigger game.

No way he beat me. Steyvin turned back to the ocean, touching his face once more. The mark on his left cheek was slightly warm, but as Steyvin’s blood began to pulse, he couldn’t tell if it was from the effort of the swim, the sun beating down on him, or the presence of danger.

Silence. Then he noticed the susurration, growing louder. Steyvin’s head shifted back while he kept his narrowed gaze on the tree line. Silver sparkles shone through the black sands as the trees swayed. Steyvin’s curled, silver-streaked hair shifted over his face, drying with the heat of the sun. What could have possibly grabbed Ilatu as they swam ashore? Nothing could catch us here, he has his blade. Steyvin looked down at their belongings to be sure. Ilatu’s longblade still remained in the pile beside Steyvin’s things, his shortblade absent.

The rustling of the trees grew steadier. Ilatu was leaning against a tree, holding a boubur fruit. “You fuck. How’d you get back there?” Steyvin threw his hands in the air as his heart began to slow down.

Ilatu’s face creased, his silver eyes contrasting with his pale, purple skin. “Had you worried, didn’t I?” he said, smiling broadly to vaunt his victory. “You have to be faster.” He ripped the green and orange boubur fruit in half, tossing some over to his brother. “You think he’s expecting us back soon?” He then plopped down onto the sands next to their belongings and started shuffling through his things.

Steyvin folded onto the dark sands, leaning back and relaxing as the sun rode the center of the sky above. He took a bite of the fruit, dripping some onto the sands. Small crabs clawed for his mess. “We probably have a dial-turn at least.” The bittersweet taste of honey and boubur tree stung at his tongue. “I’m just happy he didn’t make either of us go to that wedding. Easy thing for him to fold to that Consular Kythos. Maybe our lack of attendance will send the message that he needs to show a little more gratitude.” Steyvin chewed on the fruit, leaning back on one elbow.

Ilatu shuffled deep into his bags, still searching for something. “Did you take my wristband? The one mother gave me?”

“You know I wouldn’t do that.” His hand went to his cheek, the marking still warm, though cooler than before.

Ilatu frantically searched through his bag. Steyvin started to sit up before Ilatu let out a sigh of relief. “Okay, we’re good. I have it.” Ilatu slapped the silver band back onto his wrist. It shined beautifully, engraved by their mother all those years ago. Before Steyvin had started training as a Kaledar. Ilatu relaxed back onto the sand. “The Tear should’ve been there.”

“You’re right.” Steyvin sat up, throwing his satchel over the center of his lap and his drenched trousers. “Father had the Kul come to us when we were younger, right?”

“Aye,” Ilatu said.

“And didn’t he say something about a Tear or two?”

“After you had your fall? He did… he and Dullo were always close. You think he was able to swim down and grab it?”

Steyvin laughed. “Kuls can’t swim for shit.”

“Who would’ve taken it then?”

“I don’t know. Not sure it ever existed.”

Ilatu sighed. “Dad’s going to be pissed we came out here.”

“Aye, I think he is.”

“You really believe Silderuun cried into a Runestone to make a Tear? Then gave it to one of his Runine?”

The Runine. His father had been one. But Steyvin only recalled the stories. He had always wondered if the Tear was ever there. And now he had his answer. He couldn’t shake a sense of failure.

Steyvin looked back over his shoulder toward the Drowned Citadel. “You think mother knew where it was?”

“I don’t know if Dad ever did, so it’s unlikely. What was it even supposed to do?”

Steyvin pointed back to the tree line. “Look at the stones you can see at the base of some of these trees.” Their dim reddish veins tended to be a reminder of what could have been. They were supposedly formed when strikes of the crimson lightning poured from the black clouds of those ancient storms. “The Tears were said to cleanse our land of the curse that came from those things.”

Ilatu nodded. “I see.”

“Didn’t they teach you that in schooling?”

“They never got into how.”

“I didn’t, either.”

Ilatu smiled, looking back out over the water. “Yeah, but when you say things, sometimes they make sense.”

Steyvin stood and pulled on his laced tunic, trying to garner a semblance of dryness. His trousers were still soaked from the satchel. He grabbed the hilt of his longblade, its surface flecked with white markings, each tally representing a Hardaranian he had slain. The center of the hilt was almost fully covered with marks on one side.

It seemed the northern raids were over, but with how the Hardranians despised the Unity, there never seemed an end to their hate, only brief temperance.


Chapter 4
[image: ]


“The All Will was the father of all. Without salt, dirt, and fire, Maetlynd and Mercy would never have been. Without the Dawn and the Dusk, the Artisans would never have been. And without their discovery, they would never have been Exiled to Maetlynd to build.” Histories on the Artisans

Erevayn’s head pounded with pain.

He opened his golden eyes, to find a city rat licking his nose. Others chirped around him as he lay still. Perhaps they thought him to be food. Erevayn licked his lips, the taste of sweet liquor still lingering.

He turned onto his back, peering up into the sky and shooing the rats away. His world spun as he gazed at the cloudy blue expanse above. The shadows of the roofs in the alley shifted upon his face. Scratching his unkempt beard and holding his muscular stomach, Erevayn made an attempt to sit up and peer into the city streets.

How did I end up here? he thought. His stomach churned. He then made the mistake of holding his hand up to his mouth, smelling his breath.

FLEHH.

Bile splashed over his fingers. “Fuck.” As he swatted his dirty fingers to the side, he saw a waterskin. Must have brought that here with me. His gaze flicked to his greatblade, close by, but luckily untouched by the mess.

He picked up the sword with his clean hand and leaned it against the building. Then he grabbed the waterskin, tucking it into his armpit as he screwed the top off to check for the filter. The vial of softstone and redstone was still intact. He poured a dash of water out, checking to ensure no crimson lingered before using it to wash his hands. Years in the field had taught him that, but he knew the odds of coming across cursed water were low since the Cleavers had finished equipping all of the big cities with proper water systems.

He stoppered the water and opened the small spigot, taking a sip and swirling it in his mouth before spitting it out. Then, he took another and gulped it down.

He dragged his hand along the wall, finding purchase. A sign with a cask on it dangled above him, and memories of the previous night flooded back to him: cards, dice, drinking, the women inside the Golden Cask. The bet that led to the argument that got him thrown into the streets.

“Ah yes, of course,” he mumbled through an aching jaw, clutching his chin at the memory of the smack he had well deserved. “Shit.” He palmed his right temple once, and then a few times more. The world spun and he unclenched his eyes, watching the dirt around him shake. He blinked once more, then fast again to steady his stomach as he stood.

This is becoming a hassle, he thought. A passerby sneered at him as if he were one of the Vileborn. What an awful way to look at a person.

Erevayn reached for the haft of his blade, feeling around his belt for the leather scabbard. The three-pronged hilt bit into his side and he readjusted for comfort. He then took a step into the city streets, grabbing his cloak, flask at the ready in his side pocket. He gave it a light tap, checking the contents. Quarter full.

His frame didn’t tower over too many but it certainly stood out amongst the current crowd of the Verdant people of Ossilith. He stepped into the light of the day and brushed himself off. Those of the green-on-green eyes stared up at him, amplifying that sense of shame he already felt. That same shame that had lingered after Khaleen had been taken from him. Since he had received the Omen Mark of the Exile.

He blinked hard again as the sound of a stromlyre broke through the air. It wasn’t piercing, as some found the wind instrument to be, but instead, it soothed. He only knew one person who was an adequate player of that instrument. Merin was the only one of the Kul race who had fingers agile enough to play it.

As he donned his cloak, he stumbled a bit. It was reassuring to see as many people out and about. Ten years ago, he never would have thought he would see so many striving and trading together. The shower and rain systems put into the city really gave people more confidence about life ahead under the rule of Unity.

The world is crumbling still. There is no hope, his mother would say—before she ran off—madder than the stories of the Vile as told by those few who had lived through the Blight. He wished she was with him to see the world now.

He stumbled again—this time only able to catch himself on a single knee.

“Excuse me, are you okay?”

That’s a gentle voice, Erevayn thought. A familiar voice.

He looked up. His world went black all but for the face of the woman before him.

“Erevayn?” she said, her eyebrows furled in pity.

He stood quickly, her arm upon his shoulder. A sudden jolt of heat radiated through his chest. He cleared his throat and sniffled back some of the runniness of his nose.

The smell of the Witesands rose from her skin, the sound of the plains blown in the wind, the taste of her lips from their first kiss, and that unique scent of her. All of those memories; but he was still trying to shake off the embarrassment. And the shame of having to leave her, the reluctance of turning to walk away, pulled to his duty.

“Viyala?” he said, taken from his daze.

Her hand was still resting upon his shoulder. “Aye,” she said. “Still trying to drown your demons, I see?”

“Aye,” he said, spitting on the cobbled stone. Then, he realized he shouldn’t have, and his face warmed. Silence fell between them. “But I think they’ve learned to swim.” He took in a deep breath, closing his eyes. Khaleen’s face lingered behind his lids as if she had never gone. As if their life together had never been stolen. “Since your cousin died—”

“You mean your wife,” Viyala said. “I feel that’s a bit more important, no?”

He swallowed, trying to grab onto whatever saliva he could. He shook his head. “Where have you been?”

“Working with the Court. Shadowing your uncle.”

Erevayn did his best to hide his sneer.

“I’m learning quite a bit, actually.”

“Is that so?”

“I actually needed to find you,” she said.

“His orders?”

“Mhm.”

Erevayn bit at his bottom lip, refusing to let the rest of his face betray his frustration. The soothing sounds of Merin’s stromlyre still echoed through the streets. He knew the Kul sat in a garden but a short walk away.

“Come on, then,” Erevayn said. I’ve missed you. His eyes dipped to the ground before he raised his chin, belying his shame. Shame that he had left her. Shame that his position as Kaledar required him to marry someone of the Consularship in the Amrinil. The Aranari were far too few, and the bloodline was strong enough to almost wholly create children of Aranari blood—especially when bred with that of the Amrinil.

His child died with his wife. The baby that had been growing inside of Khaleen.

Viyala followed closely behind, still silent as Erevayn strode toward the garden. He looked over his shoulder. “Is it because we failed that raid?”

“What?” Viyala said, furrowing her brow.

“Never mind.”

“No—tell me.”

He stopped, turning to her, the sounds of the stromlyre still calming the heat inside him. “We almost had more information for Kythos on the wedding. Broke into a house that held a small raiding party. Couldn’t find anything on where the Hardranians are hiding in the city.” He shook his head, his gaze turning to the cobbles. “All we found was a Runeborn among them.”

Viyala’s eyes widened. “A Runeborn? A Runeborn cultist?”

“Aye.” Erevayn turned to continue walking.

“Stop,” Viyala said, running up to pull at his shoulders.

He let her jolt him to a halt.

“Look at yourself,” she said. “I don’t care if your demons can swim. Let them drown in something other than your wallowing self-pity.”

Erevayn sighed. He’d heard the lecture before. He failed time and time again to reach the point of being able to earn back his Mark. To be able to touch the All Will once more. To access the Will of Dawn. He reached for the left side of his chest, the heat of that Omen Mark of the Exile still riding through him.

He nodded to Viyala. “I know. And I will. Come,” he said. And he continued toward Merin. “I missed you.”

He spun to see her expression at the words. She had missed him, too. Their love so abruptly ended for duty. His duty. Which he had also ultimately failed. There were many times since Khaleen’s death when he wished he’d stayed under that tree in front of Edelvin with Viyala. Playing in that field and falling in love as teenagers did. If he’d never left, perhaps it would’ve had a chance.

He listened to her footsteps behind him, the only sound amongst the silence between them. At least some part of her was still with him.


Erevayn and Viyala eventually reached the garden.

Sure enough, Merin was seated before a flock of doves. They fed on crumbs from the sack on his waist. He held his lips to the stromlyre, his eyes pressed gently shut as he faced toward the city.

Comfort held in the familiarity of the garden, yet the scent of flowers made Erevayn uneasy.

The music came to a halt as Merin noticed the approaching pair. His mentor’s judging gaze stirred discomfort in Erevayn, especially with Viyala by his side. But then he saw the change. Merin’s familiarity with Viyala also stemmed back to when she and Erevayn were young.

“Is that Viyala of Thornwood?” Merin asked, bouncing toward her.

“Aye,” she said, a wide smile upon her face as she reached down to hug the shorter Kul.

“You were out with him?” Merin asked.

“I was by myself,” Erevayn said.

“Two nights before the wedding and you pull that?”

“I’ll be good tonight.”

“You have no choice,” Merin said. “I’m going to be with you all evening, making sure you’re ready.”

It was Erevayn’s supposed last chance at redemption. If he succeeded in protecting the Duchess Scillia, he would earn his right to the Will back. A Judicator of the Omens would alleviate him of his Exile Mark. Hayde and Neera didn’t know that particular detail, for they would not be granted the same benefit.

“I’ll be fine.”

Viyala looked between the two men. “Have you already been to the venue?”

“Aye,” Merin answered. “Everything’s been planned out. Stained guard, some of Kythos’ guards, and us.”

“How many Runeborn?” Viyala asked.

“Only me,” said Merin.

Viyala shook her head. “I can talk to Salasmir. We should get some more as a precaution.”

Erevayn shook his head, giving Viyala no time to finish her thought. “We already pleaded with my uncle. We have what we have. All of the Stalwart will be protecting the King on his descent out of Ossilith. We know the court is rumored to be on the third level tomorrow, so you can bet the enemy does too.”

Viyala’s gaze drifted between Erevayn and the cobbles.

His lips curled. “Yup.”

Merin went to pick up his bag by the bench.

Erevayn eyed the man. “Where are you going?”

“I have to speak with Kythos. Some things to iron out before tomorrow.”

“I thought you were with me all day?”

Merin walked off, his stromlyre tucked in the pouch at his waist. “I’ll meet you at the Merciful Martyr,” he said, raising his voice as the distance between them grew. “I expect to see you there too, Viyala.”

“You will,” she said.

Erevayn turned to the Amrinil woman. He took in all of her beauty. The dimple on her right cheek that ceased to hide during their conversation with Merin. The same hazel eyes that narrowed each time she laughed. The dark hair she would confidently let down before any sort of combat training, only for Merin to tell her to tie it up tight again. It had delayed their rolling around when they were young, and Erevayn remembered hating that feeling. That longing.

As he looked at her now, the same feeling stirred once more. Only this time, it was layered with the shame of all that had come since.


Chapter 5
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"Some prophecies are created. Some are the truth. And others become the truth." Before Mercy—By Cyril Hundveld

The days were growing colder.

Fall would be upon them soon. Merin swaddled himself to keep warm.

If only he had his old star-calling mirror to reach out to Dullo. But that technology hadn’t worked since the Reckoning, for the Cleavers lost their way by doing the Weavers’ bidding. Getting the plumbing systems in order had priority, but surely they had made enough progress to revisit the old technologies and bring them back into operation.

Dullo and he had once worked so closely together. But since Erevayn’s mother left and he came of age as a Kaledar, Merin’s priorities had changed. And the pair had seen each other less and less.

He needed to communicate that Viyala was in Ossilith. To let Dullo know another had come. More evidence that what Merin had laid out all those years ago was beginning to come to fruition.

He ducked back out of the alleyway. As he worked his way closer to the Harthear estate, he grew anxious. Usually, he felt safe meeting with the Consulars about the crimson-marked. The Consular Kythos might dig deeper into Merin’s own motivations for establishing the settlements. But hope had gotten him through the years past, so he kept on.

The two guards at the front gates were expecting Merin. Each of them bowed, as was custom to a Runeborn, and opened the doors. Merin stepped back and scratched at his Runemark about his thigh; such scratching had become a tic when he felt nervous. If they’d gotten more information on the Hardranians in the last week, perhaps the meeting would have taken on a different air.

After Merin had left that house the group raided, he went to report to Kythos. The man turned him away in anger at their failure. With all the doors they had kicked down to get to there, it had felt like a failure. But Erevayn had truly done his best over the weeks leading to that attack. And the two Omen Riders did their share of the lifting. Merin knew—watching them work—that he had made the right choice when they were younger. The twins were natural-born leaders who had been dealt a bad lot in their lives. But they were making the most of it. And both seemed to have genuine intentions of turning over a new leaf away from the Omen Riders. That was why he had chosen them. And they’d be able to harbor those outside of the Unity to Maetlynd’s true cause in the times to come. Galigus had ensured as much.

Kythos was already walking into the courtyard, halfway down the steps. From across the space, Merin saw the Consular’s Weaver, Thelmund, moving behind him.

“Ah, back so soon?”

“You said to come before the wedding. And here I am, the day before.”

“Your group of mercenaries failed to get more information on the Hardranians.” Kythos held his narrow gaze.

The last time Merin had seen him, Kythos hardly gave him the time of day. Merin studied the man, trying to spot what had changed. His hair was tied back, a dirty blond with whisps of gray throughout. His almond-shaped eyes were the Ver’Skyi green-on-green and his skin appeared more weathered than in years past. Perhaps the planning for the wedding on such short notice threw the man.

“You said you’d give me the location of that crimson-marked girl.” Merin felt a burst of the confidence he usually was able to find. “We were able to tell you that they’ve Runeborn amongst them who embed themselves with stone. Or at least, Runemarked.”

True Runeborn were harder to come by since the Reckoning. With some foolish Hardranians getting access to Tears—as spoken through rumors—perhaps they’d figured out a way to imbue Runemarks upon those deemed worthy, just as the Last Artisan had the past thirty years.

Kythos pushed his tongue into his cheek, nodding. “Dullo will be in town within the next few weeks, no?”

The Consular, too, appeared anxious. Merin thought something in the man had dimmed after he was given the title, for he used to be a great warrior of the Nine—an Omunine, in fact. He looked smaller than when last Merin had seen him. And that had been only a year and a half prior, when he smuggled an entire group of crimson-marked into the mountains.

“You know how this works,” Merin said. “You tell me where we can start looking, I leave a message for Dullo, he finds them.”

“Right, right. I suppose if your mercenaries can do a better job as a security detail tomorrow, then I can offer you something.” Kythos sighed. “I’m afraid there is no good news.”

The number of crimson-marked was starting to thin. If he were to continue aiming for Maetlynd’s true safety, he would need more help from the rest of the Consulars.

“We only have rumors north of the city,” Kythos said.

“Which level?” Merin asked.


As Merin turned to leave the courtyard, having finished discussions with the Consular, he noticed Scillia at the top of the staircase.

Her father hardly paid her any mind as he passed by, besides a gentle smile.

“Merin.” Scillia’s voice carried across the courtyard. He was a little surprised she had remembered his name, though he had been in her presence before she was ever betrothed.

As she ran to him, her blonde hair bounced in a properly tied tail. The beauty mark on her right cheek brightened with her almost innate smile. Her own green-on-green eyes showed a glow her father’s lacked. Though Kythos had lost a wife to the Blight years after the Reckoning, Scillia had lost her mother. Her ability to navigate that as such a young child was admirable. Taking on the proper role as Duchess of the lower levels in Ossilith, she was soon to bring together the Stained and the Unity. The marriage would shrink the number of factions on Maetlynd to a measly two. The Unity, and the Hardranians.

He turned back, moving toward the Duchess. “Yes, m’lady.”

“About tomorrow,” she said. “I want you to know I have heard the rumors. I know who is trying to strike. Perhaps the Hardranians will negotiate with us.”

“It’s not your duty to concern yourself with the worries of a protector. We can handle the protecting, m’lady. Certainly, with your wedding on the morrow, you must have much to do.” Even in her evening gown she looked ready to give a speech to the entire kingdom.

She gave him a smile, a curl of her hair falling over her left eye. “Of course, my protector. I just hope they don’t come at all. If they do, perhaps we can identify what it is they want other than destruction.”

“M’lady.” Merin bowed. “If there does happen to be an attack, we will do our best to save those we can. But your protection comes first and foremost.” He lifted his head up to meet her eyes.

“Of course, Lord Merin,” she said, returning his bow.

“We are happy to be in your service, m’lady, but there is no need to call me a Lord anymore.”

“A Lord once is a Lord always to me. Good night, songbird.” She smiled and turned away, gliding back across the sunlight-splashed courtyard.

Merin knew the Hardranians well enough to understand the war they fought. He knew their desires after being isolated and used by the mainland kingdoms. They had been taken advantage of.

But the zealots specifically warranted none of that empathy. They were extremists who praised the Outer Wills alone. They held no acceptance of the faith in the Inner Wills, or as Valdus called them, the Greater Wills. Those Wills which endured in the Runeborn and Runemarked. The Dawn, the Dusk, the Hand, the Omens, the Cloth, the Stone, Arcanum, and the Primordial Forms.

Those of the Outer Wills were forms Merin was less familiar with, though he understood their influence. That of Blood, Chaos, and that of Crimson—that of the Blight.

Merin turned to head out of the courtyard. The war he had decided to wage all those years ago still lingered in him. The thought of his purpose held him firm, for he was Trusted still. Even though his Artisan had perished, Merin had a gift. And he intended to create with it.

He had started all those years ago. He had made his choices of who would lead the world forward, and endowed them with the gift required to get there. Halvayne would probably appreciate Merin ridding the Hardranians of the zealous filth that were going to raid the wedding. And Merin always served his allies if it meant protection for those he had chosen.

Merin stifled a yawn as the guards inside the courtyard opened the door for him to exit. The sound of the water dampened when they closed it behind him, a distant memory of a world long gone.


Chapter 6
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“Not everyone accepted the Unity; some wanted to be left alone. And in that leaving, they became Forgotten like so many of the Gods of old.” Ordained Proctor —Unnamed

Hayde looked down into his silver ale.

He and his sister sat in the Merciful Martyr for the better part of that day. They had gone to visit the wedding venue one last time. They met with Tharus, the Ordained who was to officiate at the wedding, to get a layout of the crowd and where they would be posted.

They would have city and Stained guards if shit hit the wall, but needed to break up anything that looked to be stirring during the ceremony so it went off without a hitch.

“We have to tell the other two?” Neera asked, taking a swig of her silver ale.

Hayde nodded. “Aye.” He spoke through a sip of his own, licking his lips to taste the bitterness of the ale.

The doors of the third level tavern opened, Erevayn walking through with a woman by his side.

“And who’s this?” Hayde asked, standing as a gentleman would. Not that he was one.

“This is Viyala. She’s our babysitter, sent by the Court itself.”

The beautiful woman sneered a bit at that, but she reached out her hand to greet Hayde nonetheless. “It’s nice to meet you. It’s Hayde, correct?” She then turned to Neera. “And Neera?”

“The dog taught you well,” Neera said, lips curling into a smile as she stood to greet the newcomer.

“So you’re watching over us?” Hayde sat back down.

Viyala shifted to get a seat at the bar, Erevayn sliding between her and Neera. “Quite literally. I’m responsible for the group of guards looking down into the venue from the roofs above.”

“A Runeborn watching over us? That’ll make our lives easier.” Neera took her ale in hand.

“Eh,” Viyala said, her face scrunching. “Not Rune capable so much as Runeborn.”

“She never learned to use the stone.” Erevayn waved his hand to the bartender.

Viyala playfully smacked his shoulder. “I’ve used Runes… but no, I bear no stone. Erevayn, get me some water.”

Fuck. Hayde did his best to hide the disappointment on his face. They needed another. Between the four of them, Merin was the only one with stones. Many Runestones, but still only one minstrel.

“Do you have any information we could use?” Hayde asked. His cup was down to the dregs, so he waved down the barkeep after Erevayn got his first pour.

Viyala shook her head. “The Court and Consular Kythos really had faith you four were going to prevent the whole damn thing.”

“Three Exiles and a minstrel,” Neera said, tilting her head to the side.

Hayde finished off the rest of his beer, draining it until two marked “M’s” were visible within.

“Are you staying here tonight?” Erevayn asked.

Viyala grabbed at the man’s drink before he got a sip, pulling the mug to her own lips in spite of Erevayn’s protests. “Aye.”

The Aranari smiled a bit, Viyala still taking a swig of his drink.

“So we watch for the brother, Roven, right?” Erevayn said.

“Mhm,” Neera said.

“It was reported he and the Duke were having arguments all the way down from Edelvin,” Hayde said. “They’re both upset that Galigus can’t attend.”

Neera sneered. It was strange the two Stained men’s father wouldn’t be in attendance, but he was said to be dealing with Hardranians near the Ardent Wall with most of the Ver’Skyi Kaledar by his side.

Erevayn nodded as the barkeep poured him a mug of water. “And you got this word from who?”

Hayde shifted in his seat. “One of ours.” His sister mirrored him at the mention of the soon-to-be Stained Consular, Galigus. Erevayn snuck a sip from his flask as he had done the entire time they’d been working together—once Viyala faced away from him.
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Merin watched him like a hawk after he arrived at the bar.

So Erevayn couldn’t sneak any drink from his flask. He needed to quell the urge, regardless. The wedding was going to be his shot at redemption. His only opportunity to come across a zealot important enough to get him names of those who were responsible for the death of his wife.


The night went on and Erevayn caught Viyala’s gaze a few times. That beautiful look that roused a heat inside of him.

Merin sung a song about the Turners of old. Something of their supposed extinction, caused by the Blood Knights before their rebellion. He played his stromlyre so beautifully, he garnered a crowd in the Merciful Martyr.

And during all of that, it seemed he and Viyala were reliving a bit of their past. Erevayn sat in the same shame of what she potentially thought of him. A man once of honor now whittled down to fighting for money. A mercenary.

He wanted to tell her why he had truly taken the icons, other than getting close to Runestone once again. He wanted to tell her the money wasn’t why he was here. Perhaps she knew. Perhaps she was there for the same reason. Perhaps she wanted vengeance for her cousin. But that seemed less likely. Though once a bit of a rebel, Viyala was duty bound after Erevayn left.

Merin finished his final song and drank down his final drink. The crowd returned to their tables throughout the rest of the tavern.

Erevayn smiled as he stared across the table at Viyala, her laugh radiating to the rest of the party. It seemed that single dimple worked tirelessly to drive him wild.

Merin rose to go to bed. “You should head up soon. Get yourself some rest.” He looked to Viyala, pointing back at Erevayn. “Make sure he gets more water in his system before you tuck him in.”

Viyala laughed as Merin put that gentle, fatherly hand to her shoulder. He then walked away and Erevayn huffed. “You two were always so cruel to me.”

“Oh, you think we feel bad for the handsome protector of the Kaledar?” Viyala said.

“Former Kaledar,” Erevayn said, somberly. He then forced a smile. “But I do like the sound of you calling me handsome.”

Viyala blushed.

Before she could say anything else, he stood to head up to his room. He didn’t want her to tell him where hers was. He didn’t want to drag her into his pain.

“So early?” she said.

He stopped and turned, his hand hovering over his flask. “Aye.”

There was that look in her eyes. The one from when they were young. She stood up and wrapped him in a hug. She didn’t say a word, she instead squeezed tighter.

I missed you, too, he thought.

He smiled once more and turned to go, patting Neera and Hayde on their shoulders. Admittedly, it felt good to have proper balance inside a tavern for once. At the staircase, he turned back once more to get a glimpse of Viyala cradling her drink. A figure caught his eye several tables beyond her.

The man sat alone in the corner and Erevayn swore he saw him staring. Even with a crimson cloak and a hood over his head, Erevayn made out the soulless stare of a single eye with the dim glow of Aranari gold. The beard upon the man’s face hid his intentions under the shadow of his hood.

Patrons pushing past him blocked his view, and when they passed, his eyes fell on Viyala once again. Her gorgeous smile was aimed at him.

It lit a fire in him, pinning the gleam of that hooded man in the back of his mind. Perhaps it was another of Salasmir’s men, keeping watch on Erevayn. But with Viyala now keeping her own on him, Erevayn could care less about any others his uncle sent.


Chapter 7
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“‘Martyrs, all of them. For what? Everything we built crashed down. They only left me here to rebuild it. That is why I need all of you.’ He hesitated then, wanting only the hatred of the Merciani to bring them together. ‘If only the true Gods had Mercy.’” Stalhom, After the Reckoning, Council of Unity

Erevayn’s tabard slipped comfortably over his head.

The winged sigil of his old house gleamed crimson in the light of the sun, emboldening the silver trim. He grabbed his belt by the sheath of his blade, then wrapped it around his waist. The three sharp points of the hilt bit into his skin. Once he felt the comfortable position of his kit, he made his way out the door and through the halls of the inn.


The four stepped outside the front of The Merciful Martyr and headed several blocks down to the theater. Merin said Viyala had gotten up and out earlier.

When they arrived at the venue, a large group of guards already worked to organize a growing crowd. The verdant- and silver-trimmed armor of the protectors glimmered in the sun. The seven blades of Unity adorned the armor. A symbol that, after the wedding, would require an added eighth blade to represent the Stained houses. The traditional emblem of the torch bearing the Dawn Tree as its flame would be foregone. Those of the Forgotten and Omen Riders would then likely follow suit.

A large group of city guards stood near the entrance reinforced by some more of the Stained behind. Gone was the armor borne by the Stalwart, as they weren’t in attendance. The scarlet, black, and gold of the King’s colors would be missed, as the threat of the Hardranians loomed.

Erevayn leaned in, grabbing the attention of the group. He pointed his finger in the Stained protectors’ direction as they approached. “They’re all we got,” he said.

“King didn’t even bother to send some of his own Stalwart?” Hayde observed.

“I guess not,” Neera answered.

“So almost no Runeborn?” Hayde said.

“It looks like nobody could spare a Kaledar,” Merin said.

Hayde nodded. “So it does.”

The Kaledar. What Erevayn had once been. The Generals and those chosen to lead small units against enemies of the Unity. And before that, those who aspired to join the Nine Orders.

Erevayn’s own eyes followed Hayde’s to the peak of the archway ahead of them, where bowmen were stationed on the rooftops above the open venue.

Hayde nodded his head upward again, his eyes veering from left flank to right flank. “It seems your girlfriend wasn’t lying about the high side.” He smiled, narrowing his eyes.

Erevayn returned the smile, turning his gaze back toward the outer amphitheater.

One of the guards from the day before saw the four moving toward him. He and another opened space for them to squeeze through, closing the hole behind them to bar any uninvited guests.

The four made their way into the venue, past more Stained. Their burnt orange and darkened azure armor seemed cleaner and better maintained than the city’s guards’, but there were far fewer of them. The Lord Galigus must really have trusted Kythos and his own.

Their armor bore the old Aranari symbol of the Dawn Tree, a crescent-shaped tower looming through the brush of a grand tree, colored golden and crimson to represent the Stained survival through the Blight. The tree itself was speckled with burnt orange, outlining the outward radiance of the old, dimming white tree. And beneath it, the handle of a torch—a personal touch presented by Galigus after he took over the rebuilding of Edelvin.

There was a different feeling inside the vast space, compared to their previous visits. Guests had not yet made their way into the venue. The Gnomlin and Haftils—the two smaller lineages of Maetlynd—that were previously scurrying about, now had a more poised demeanor. They placed final touches on each of the table settings; the center pieces glowed, indicating the presence of softstone within the crystalline water. It illuminated the white, blue, and green flowers within.

Graceful tapestries threw the venue into shade. They must have been hung late the previous evening, after Erevayn and his group had left.

The eight banners each displayed the color of one race and the Unity symbol, including now the Stained sigil: the added eighth blade, as Erevayn was expecting. Each house banner showed their primary blade hilt at the front of the design. The Aranari hilt with the three prongs driving up toward a straight blade lit the front of the King’s colors of course, though Erevayn noted the King himself wasn’t in attendance.

After the group finished their final checks of the venue, they went back into the wedding theater. Slowly, Erevayn’s eyes narrowed as he watched guests being urged inside to find their seats. “Let’s get into our positions.” Each of the four had weapons arrayed in an ornamental fashion, so as to blend in with the current crowd and draw no extra attention.

Hayde nodded. “Sounds good to me.” He had his spear shortened at the base of the handle, the blade tucked underneath his ornamented leather tunic. His bow hung about his shoulder.

Neera had her bow in the same position. Her shortblade hilt peeked out of the small of the right side of her back, her longblade over her shoulder. It sat under her quiver of arrows over top of her darkened blue cloak.

Merin had his ax, feathers dripping over the back and tied to the hardstone at the base of where his blade was attached to its handle. His longblade rested on the opposite side in its own sheath, the tip nearly grazing the floor. His hilt was marked almost as a fencing blade would be, with a cup to protect his hand. His hardstone sat in the glimmering silver of that protective covering.

The seating was arranged in a diagonal fashion, allowing them to view the wedding as if it were one of Merin’s old performances. Hayde made his way to the spiral staircase leading up to the balcony on the left side, as they had decided. He leaned casually on the white marbled parapet in order to get a better eye on the entrance. A few wandering eyes followed his steps as they passed by him. Perhaps he didn’t fit in too well with the nobles. Wealth and entitlement reeked from most of the guests taking positions on the upper balcony, and Erevayn saw Hayde shift uncomfortably.

Neera nodded and made her way toward the opposite side, gaining a vantage point over the central altar at the front of the massive amphitheater. Merin and Erevayn remained on the first floor. Erevayn pointed toward the entrance so Merin would blend in within Hayde’s line of sight. Erevayn’s gaze caught Merin.

“Keep your eyes up and listen for me. If you see flashes of Will, it’s likely me.” Merin smiled at Erevayn. The Kul then threw his short, verdant cloak over the hilt of his blade.

Take one alive, Erevayn thought, looking to his mentor. He relaxed his hand at the base of his hilt, feeling around it as he adjusted one of the pointed tips away from his waist. He took a deep breath in, then out, thinking about the questions he’d ask of whoever they could capture. Where would he even begin?

Merin sifted through the crowd. The only one of the four who could use his Runestones made him the best choice for defending the entrance, though Erevayn hated relinquishing control. Merin had the experience, besides.

After a brief time watching Merin make it to his spot, Erevayn moved to the front, toward the chapel. Tharus stood there—the Ordained man he had seen over the course of the previous weeks. This was the first time he had noticed the bead-sized Runestone embedded in the man’s cloth waistband.

“Tharus, you seem nervous,” Erevayn said, smiling and reaching out a hand.

The man wore white vestments, his hair tied back. His skin was fair and there was a new sheen to his eyes. He looked older than the last time they had seen one another, mere days before. His hair looked grayer, and his face more tired and sagged.

Tharus clutched a leather-bound tome that had faded gold lettering along the spine and a symbol Erevayn couldn’t quite make out. The Ordained moved it under his left arm, reaching his right hand out to meet Erevayn’s. “Pleasure to see you again, was it Erevayn? I’m not as great with names as I once was.”

“That’s right. Glad you remembered,” Erevayn said. He put on a more serious face, trying to get a read on Tharus. He looked down at the crimson-gold glow of the Runestone about the man’s waist. “Does every Ordained visit the Dawn Tree?”

Tharus did a double take at his belt, then his eyes traced up the rest of his body. “Either that or the Tree of Dusk. The lucky ones get to see both.” Erevayn couldn’t read the controlled expression on his face. “I was told you bear an Exile Mark? How did that come about?”

The words struck Erevayn. He spared a glance at the audience still filling in, jaw clenched. “Is a man truly moral if he has never faced a moral choice and made the wrong one?”

“Aye, Erevayn. That is a true assessment,” Tharus said. He held his silence then, and some of Merin’s words still rang in Erevayn’s ears.

Erevayn looked down at the older man’s shaking hands. “Why are you nervous?”

Tharus’ gaze fell too. “It seems age is catching up with me. And no matter how often I wed two people, it always makes me nervous. ’Tis itself a performance of sorts.”

Erevayn nodded, taking another look out at the crowd. “Well, let the Last Artisan protect us on this day,” he said, turning to walk off the dais.

The Ordained put his hand on Erevayn’s shoulder, stopping him. “Perhaps someday you will see the Last Artisan isn’t all he’s cracked up to be.” Tharus’ smirk didn’t waver.

What does he mean by that? Erevayn thought, his own smile concealing his suspicions.

Tharus peered askance at Erevayn, responding as if their conversation were in Erevayn’s own mind. “Just know, boy, we walk a righteous path, even those who were thrown from Mercy. Everyone should work to return there, as was in the past and as it shall always be.” Tharus turned away, taking his hand from Erevayn’s shoulder. “And may the All Will guide you.” He made his way back to the altar up the dais, tightening his grip on the holy book.

Erevayn set himself up along the wall under the shadow of the eastern balcony, below Neera’s location. He stood twenty paces from the closest table and about twice that from the central altar. The white-hooded cloak speckled with green drawn over his head disguised him as a Harthear house guard.

His eyes flicked through the crowd, never once locking on to one individual for too long. The space was over halfway full. He peered up at the topside balcony near the entrance where Hayde roamed, arms loose at his sides.

Hayde met his gaze and nodded.

There would be an attack, but all his investigating in the weeks prior had gotten him nowhere. Besides the fact the Hardranians were conspiring to contest the wedding, all they had was one house of dead zealots to show for it. His heart warmed at the opportunity in reach.

After confirming Hayde’s location, he drifted among some of the wandering ushers on the western side of the venue. The entrancing trill of songbirds filled the air as a harpist behind Erevayn began plucking her strings. The harp sang as her fingers drifted, several chords sending Erevayn in a daze. He sagged against the pillar.

He put his hand over his front pocket, feeling the shape of the flask. He had thought he left it behind, but it was safely by his side.

A moment longer. He shook his head, pulling out the flask and leaning down to place it behind the pillar. He stood up, stretched and rolled his shoulders back. As he did, he saw Neera’s gaze on him soften.

He smirked up at her. Then she turned back to the venue, peering out over the side of her stone parapet as the fresh breeze brushed in from above.

Across the space at the other row of tables, Erevayn caught sight of the brother of the Stained Duke. Roven sat himself down, looking uneasy. Every male member of the wedding and some finer female vassals in attendance were allowed to bear ceremonial arms. Roven sported a cutlass on either hip, hilts glimmering even though the sun hadn’t quite hit that part of the venue. One showed silver, the other a sable glimmering with the other’s reflection.

Roven uneasily tapped the pommel of his right-handed blade, chewing at his lip while he searched the space. Sitting at a table with about six other men and women, Roven stood out.

The man’s mother was of Hardranian blood, their father of the Aranari. One of the two brothers—either Roven or Veris, the Duke being wed—were said to share the sentiments of their mother’s people. Roven had less at stake in the wedding, so he was a suspect.

A crowd started to fill in front of Erevayn. Standing room? What an unconventional wedding. When he crossed arms with Khaleen, everyone sat in front of them along the coast. Her face was still so new and beautiful and lusciously haunting, after everything. To forget it would be to punish himself.

Where are these bastards?

Glancing around the room, his eyes returned to Roven. He was seated at the front-most table on the side where his brother would stand near the altar. Erevayn reached for his flask then, before remembering he’d set it down. Too many people crowded in front of him. He started peering over the shoulders of standing guests. The Duke’s brother was disappearing before him.

He caught a glimpse of Roven, seated and now dangerously relaxed. Erevayn leaned up against the parallel column as it became harder to see through the crowd. Time passed and the theater grew still. Erevayn’s breath quickened, since he’d lost sight of Roven. What if he wasn’t the enemy at all?

He stopped, hesitating now as eyes looked up at him from the small set of stairs he started to descend.

The thought of Roven being innocent hit him like the feeling of losing his Runestone. That hard realization that he had become separated from something he had cherished, something that he took for granted. Other than when he had lost Khaleen; that pain had hurt more than any time he had used his Will. But knowing what it felt like to have Will course through you—being then unable to touch it—that had always felt like the true blight.

The organ abruptly blared through the amphitheater. The wall of sound was thicker than the fatter man in the blue jacket before him, who, although he stood shorter than Erevayn, raised his chin as if he were entitled to his standing space. Erevayn nodded at the stranger, refusing to smile as he heard a breathless huff before the bastard turned back around. Erevayn retreated back to his position on the pillar, resisting the urge to grasp for his flask. All eyes turned to the entrance of the venue. The crowd parted and Duchess Scillia stepped in with her close guard.

Khaleen.

He shook his head, blinking. Now he saw the true Duchess. Her beauty unmatched, except perhaps by the charms of Viyala above. Scillia was halfway through the amphitheater with her father, Consular Kythos, holding her tight. Duke Veris already stood at the head of the altar with the Ordained front and center on the dais. He must have made his way there while Erevayn had been focused on the man’s brother, Roven. Veris wore a finely ornamented gambeson with flecks of azure riding the white sleeves to his shoulders and he bore a burnt orange sash wrapped at his waist.

The air blowing into the space grew dense. There was darkness and a voice called out to Erevayn. He looked across the crowd to where he had stood under Neera’s balcony.

A woman. One so familiar, but an absolute stranger. Her bandages. Bandages wrapped around her head from brow to the bridge of her nose, blood dripping from the cloth. It turned from an Amrinil woman to another; his wife now looking back at him, the wrapping opaque with a deep red. Tears welled in Erevayn’s eyes at her smile.

He blinked fast, shifting his focus. He resisted the urge to reach for his flask.

A vision. That is all.

He tried to see where Kythos headed to sit after he finished getting Scillia to the altar.

Doves fluttered where the bleeding-eyed woman had once stood. Nothing.

Erevayn’s hand shot to his hilt. Heat bloomed within him as he tried to pull energy into his Runestone, but it was a false hope. A tormented memory. He looked back to where he had seen the image of Khaleen standing once more. She was truly gone.

The organ resonated, bringing him back. There were so many guests. Most young. He kept his gaze scanning to identify anyone who was ready to make a move. Any Hardranian he spotted would likely signal the beginning of an attack.

Surely not many among the patrons were truly Runeborn, only granted Marks out of necessity for the kingdom to thrive. How many even truly bore hardstones?

Merin was lost in the crowd and Erevayn had no way to see Hayde, so he found Neera, looking for any indication of an attack. A dark feeling still lurked within Erevayn. Was it his desire for vengeance finally rearing despite all the warnings Merin had given him? No. Instinct. They couldn’t take that away from him when they took his Mark or his stone. That was his to keep, as was his blade.

Neera peered in Hayde’s direction, her eyes narrowing. She slowly tilted her head, seeming to relay Hayde’s expression to Erevayn.

“We are gathered here today, to unite two houses in order to bring peace… to a divided people.” Tharus’ voice broke a short silence as the harpist and organ stopped playing.

Then, screams. All turned to the entrance.

The sounds of chairs shifting and bodies turning echoed in the space. Erevayn thought it was in his head, but he saw Neera grabbing an arrow. He tightened his grip over his two-handed hilt. Then the unmistakable sounds of steel on steel, a clanking that brought him back. He drew his blade. If it had been only a memory, then he’d just ruined Scillia’s wedding.

Neera’s eyes narrowed as she held her bow, an arrow now notched. She started towards the sounds of violence.

So I am not wrong. Erevayn shoved the fat man in the blue coat out of his way. He pushed through the crowds to stand next to Kythos. The two looked at each other and then back to the entrance of the amphitheater. A cloud of shadow filled the space where the clanging of steel had rung out.

The room fell silent.

Then, the hiss of an arrow streamed through the air, breaking the grim quiet. Erevayn’s worried eyes caught the arrow as it broke from the dark space. It whistled, piercing the mix of light and shadow. Erevayn’s eyes caught it too late.

Cracking bone and slashing sinew. Veris. The Duke stood in front of his bride-to-be; the arrow in his shoulder. His blood splattered all over Scillia’s white dress and Tharus behind.

Veris fell, grasping his now limp left arm.

Hundreds of panicked people began to push and shove out of the room, exiting through the darkness and kitchen corridors. The only two seemingly left standing were Kythos and Roven, their eyes wide in fear.

Erevayn gripped his hilt tighter. His first instinct was to turn toward Scillia, to protect her. But the violence came from the main entrance. He started moving down the center aisle, weaving through anxious and screaming patrons. The Hardranians were always bold—it made sense it would be a simple frontal attack. It was now his time.

Behind him, blades rang.

Roven. Shit.

He turned to see Veris’ distraught brother running with his unsheathed swords toward Scillia. As Roven came within five paces of the couple, Erevayn’s gaze locked on the Ordained man. Tharus lifted his hand into the air, the Runestone that glowed on his belt now shifting into a darker shadow.

Chaos, Erevayn thought. One of the Outer Wills. A Form struck from the records before the Unity, before even the last Epoch. Before the Reckoning.

Erevayn sprinted toward Roven. The Chaos. Dark shadows erupted in Tharus’ palm. His tunic fell to the floor from the breeze caused by his now-levitating body. Three more Runes were embedded into his ribcage and chest.

The purplish glow of that Will radiated the forbidden Vines of Chaos, rumored to lie on the continent of Anvia, hidden underneath the rubble and dirt of those still-cursed waters. Strands of black, purple, and silver hair appeared to stretch from Tharus’ hands, taking a physical form.

A shadowy tendril reached out from one of the place settings near Kythos, grasping him and pulling him into the air. As Erevayn ran past, one tendril came for him. He rolled out of its way in time.

Tharus sent a shadow toward Scillia, but her eyes stayed locked on Roven. Her body rose into the air before her bleeding Duke. Chaos grasped her.
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Clashing steel echoed from the cloud below.

Hayde held an arrow nocked, waiting for an enemy to breach the darkness. A trickle of sweat dripped off his brow onto the fletching of his arrow.

A target showed himself—a mistake.

Each zealot wore black, almost like a military unit in uniform. They had the same shaved heads the four mercenaries had seen during the raid the week before. The zealots poured through the entrance, trails of the dark cloud following behind their charge. Their blades and axes rang out as they started to cut down guests trying to run by them.

Hayde released his arrow, relief trickling up his spine into his hand. The whistling projectile met the flesh and bone of his first target’s skull. The body dropped limp to the floor. The stampede of wedding guests began trampling over it, preventing Hayde from taking another shot from his already-drawn bow.

Stained guards stormed forward to meet the enemies, clashing in the midst of the fray. And that black cloud overtook them all.

Then, the shadow began to dissipate. Hayde saw the bodies of Stained guards lying next to those of the city guards. The Hardranian force had dwindled, but more were pouring through the darkened entrance.

Erevayn, Hayde thought, wondering where he was. That bastard is back toward the altar. If he wanted to kill these fuckers so bad, he should’ve been put up here.

Several heartbeats passed, and Hayde lost sight of Merin in the crowd.

An anger settled in, a fierceness about his draw.

The smaller force of the Stained guards continued charging, swords and shields drawn. They heroically pressed into the growing group of zealots. The white columns surrounding the inner portion of the venue were marred with dirt and blood.

The invaders seem untrained, Hayde thought, but their plan sound. As the first shadow of black dissipated, another one grew in its stead. At the center of the clash, one of the Hardranians held up a Runestone, wincing at the pain that came with the use of Will.

Runemarked. Of course. The sound of steel on steel grew dull as the cloud of darkness engulfed the space around the Runemarked. The shadow was smaller this time, leaving some of the targets out in the open. Hayde loosed an arrow to where he’d last seen the figure holding the stone and he heard a body fall. The shadow slowly dissipated once more, fading to nothing.

A few of the zealots took note of him and moved toward the staircase. He fired once, striking the first of the bastards in the shoulder, but not enough to slow him down.

A Kul’s scream echoed in the space. Merin. Hayde spotted him sifting his way through the panic in a skirmish with a couple of men who stood over two feet taller than him.

Hayde found his sister in the crowd on the opposite parapet. Her eyes were locked on the front of the amphitheater, flashes of shadow and Chaos reflecting off her face as she pulled back her bow. A massive pillar blocked his view, but he caught a glimpse of Kythos being raised in the air by dark tendrils.

“The stairs!” Merin shouted.

Hayde’s eyes returned to the Kul. Flashes of magicks poured from him. It had been a while since Hayde had seen magicks at all. The image of his father beating down on him rose in his mind, and one of the Hardranians jumped through, striking Hayde with his pommel on a missed swing.

The crowd pushed, catching an attacker and throwing him back, but two more approached behind him. These savages were large. The first zealot struck down two patrons, throwing a man back over the stone parapet and cutting down a woman. Hayde blinked fast, removing the image of his mother’s bleeding face from in front of him. It was only the dead woman.

Hayde drowned out the sounds of screams and clashing metal, focusing on the first charging Hardranian with a raised longblade. The man overshot his swing, throwing himself over Hayde’s back. Hayde dove forward, needing to drop his bow. He grabbed the dagger latched to his vest mid-roll, then stabbed toward the recovering assassin, forcing the man off-balance and onto the ground. Hayde slammed the blade of his dagger down. The zealot’s right arm frantically rose over his exposed neck, inconveniently exactly where Hayde was aiming. Hayde used his second hand to slam the pommel once more, piercing the unarmored forearm to drive deeper. He sliced outward to finish the kill, carving through the rest of the man’s wrist as blood fought upward toward his blade. Hayde breathed heavily, trying to control it by taking in air through his nose.

The stench of the man’s breath lingered, making Hayde gag as he spit out blood from his cut lip.

He rolled over, searching for his bow. Too far. Instead, he reached over his shoulder, pulling his spear from its rear sheath and rising to his knees. The second attacker came fast. Hayde clicked the softstone vial at the spear’s base. The spear sprung to full length and pierced the Hardranian in the chest. Hayde flung the blood off and re-sheathed the spear on his back before grabbing again for his bow.

He leaned over the balcony, reaching into his quiver before launching another arrow at more of the enemy coming up the spiral staircase. These ugly fuckers don’t quit. Another zealot caught his dead companion’s limp body as it fell back down the stairs. Before he could throw the body behind him, Hayde loosed another shot, piercing through the attacker’s neck, downing him as well.

Guests became more scarce as the fight wore on. Some even tried to help, but Hayde now saw more bodies of the innocent. A part of him didn’t pity them; they were the young and wealthy nobles of a prospering city. Not that they deserved to die. It wasn’t their fault they were entrusted with the rebuilding of Maetlynd—even Hayde could accept that. He just would have felt more pity for them if they’d been poor.

Get over it. That was the quickest way about that.

Merin, now visible and surrounded by bodies, weathered the harrying strikes of three more attackers. A few of the Stained guards had gotten smart, standing near Merin as he used his magicks. Or as he likely called it, Will. Minstrel or otherwise, the man fought with experience. As the three enemies fell, ten more approached from the black shadow.

“Guide, abide, stride,” Hayde whispered to himself between three near-simultaneous shots to the backs of the charging men.

Hayde saw Merin take a deep breath before engaging the others, swiftly moving his way around their larger frames. The Kul tucked his ax into one of the larger men’s knees, forcing him to the ground before driving his shortblade deep into his chest. He used his magicks to force the man off his glowing blades. The deep green glow of one of the Runeforms lit Merin’s weapons—a sight to see.

Merin weaved his way through target after target as Hayde fired down. The glowing ax blade cut cleanly through its next victim. The zealot tried grabbing at his side, but Merin slashed his radiating shortblade across the man’s neck, leaving no blood as it severed his head.

Three more arrows struck through, cutting down two more of the Stained guards fighting alongside the minstrel. Archers. Hayde reacted, aiming at the front of the venue with his last arrow. He shot, but not before one of the Hardranians loosed another arrow toward Merin. The Kul dodged quickly, grabbing one of the bodies of the dead Stained guard who hadn’t quite dropped to the ground, the arrow piercing that body instead.

The rest of the Stained guards lay dead. A loud thud came from the chapel side of the venue. He could hardly see through the shifting shadow.

Neera. She was gone. No longer on top of her balcony.

Hayde jumped down from his stone parapet, landing down on one knee. He followed Merin’s shocked gaze to a man in a patched crimson cloak. His large blade nearly dragged, the softstone sheath showing from under the length of his cloak. This was a taller man, almost half a foot taller than Hayde, so easily three feet taller than Merin.

The man didn’t take notice of the two warriors. Perhaps he did give Merin a look under that dark hood. But Hayde only saw a crimson glow. A ferocity he had never witnessed. Could it be the old blood magicks?

Hayde reached over his shoulder as he and Merin locked eyes. No more arrows. Shit. Instead, he pulled his spear from its sheath once more, extending it to full length.

The minstrel and the Stained orphan rushed after the mysterious man, forcing themselves back into the fray as city guards poured in behind them.


Chapter 8
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“The Bloünine mutiny before The Reckoning was duly documented. Their use of the Outer Wills had grown obsolete and they rebelled. Many of Anvia came to their side in that war. The Weavers held mostly neutral. Though the Bloünine remained after The Reckoning, their powers were far too great to be kept alive. The Unity agreed. The strongest of them dabbled in blasphemy, attempting to harness their Will with their own blood so as to gain the powers of an Artisan; Eternal Life and unmatchable strength.” Book of Nine Runes – Revised as History for the Unity

Kythos’ scream pierced the air as his daughter began to hover above the ground.

In a breath, the scream cut off, but Erevayn couldn’t spare a glance. He bolted forward, avoiding the shadow’s grasp. Roven pushed toward the three at the center of the chapel. Tharus’ other hand rose, then centered on him. Roven was stopped in his tracks, swords still drawn. Tharus gripped both the Duchess and Roven. The screams of the people running out of the venue drowned out the echoes.

Tharus’ Runes lit up with the Will of Chaos. The ones on his chest were deeply embedded. With a glance and a flick, Tharus sent a shadow toward Erevayn. The tendril snaked after him as he began to dodge and weave through overturned tables.

Veris gave a raspy shout from the ground. “Not her! Me instead! Who are you? What do you want?”

The Ordained smiled, then said, “You can’t even begin to comprehend.” His voice had changed, and a darkness lingered behind his eyes now. With conviction, he continued, his gaze moving from Veris over to the Duchess. Her arms still flailed in the tendrils while she floated closer.

Tharus tightened his left fist, Scillia now putting her hands up to her neck, grasping at the translucent shadow that started to engulf her.

As if Erevayn were still a Kaledar, time slowed as he took in the scene. Neera, on the balcony above, swarmed by those bald-headed zealots, fired shot after shot, knocking enemies down even as their numbers grew. Tharus, ready to charge as the tendrils raged behind him. The sound of steel on steel would have to wait. A fight against another’s Will lay before him now.

He’d closed enough distance to release a dagger from the sheath on his chest, hurling it right toward the Ordained. The man grabbed the dagger with another tendril that emerged from Scillia, stopping it in flight. The maneuver seemed to loosen his grip on Roven and the Duchess. The blade dropped to the ground, with Scillia continuing to struggle.

Roven used the distraction to slash downward with his own powers of Dawn, cutting himself free of the tendrils. Kythos too wrestled with the coils of shadow, his touch of the Will voluntarily withdrawn when he took Consularship. Now free, Roven continued his charge. Veris reached fruitlessly for the hilt of his sword before being knocked to the ground with a fierce strike from the pommel of Roven’s platinum cutlass.

It seemed whatever their disagreements were along the road had been settled.

Erevayn followed. Blade drawn, he charged right behind Roven, up the dais toward the altar. Tharus was able to fend off swipes from Erevayn with one hand, each successive strike deflected by more of the tendrils.

Tharus backed away, parrying each blow with whips of Chaos. Scillia moved with him, grappling with the shadow and rising higher. Erevayn ran up to try and grab her out of the air, but the shadows that gripped her were too strong.

Tharus must have noticed the former Kaledar reaching for the Duchess. The Ordained’s eyes rolled back and a body struck Erevayn from behind. Kythos’ limp figure now lay on the stairs, blood coming from the top of his head. Erevayn thrust the tip of his blade into the base of the dais, forcing himself to his feet.

Roven had fallen when he struck his brother, but rose by Erevayn’s side, both cutlasses lighting with Dawn and Dusk. The hum of the blades radiated heat and a burning cold. A beam of light pulsing from the fluid softstone lined the center of each of the silvered steels.

Erevayn was the first to charge Tharus, aiming to cleave the outstretched hand that held Scillia. Hopefully the Runic Steel of his blade would hold for this one strike. Instead, Tharus released his grip and engaged both fighters as Roven came in for a radiating sweep of Will. The Duchess fell to the floor.

With two hands now, Tharus forced both of the men back down to the base of the dais. As Erevayn dodged the tendrils, he fell back, tripping over Duke Veris’ unconscious figure. He knew his blade wouldn’t hold long against any form of Will.

“Here!” Roven yelled, tossing over the silver-hilted cutlass. Instinctively, Erevayn grabbed for it. His arm nearly burst at the elbow, his Mark radiating with fierce pain. Erevayn dropped the blade as he rose, Roven parrying two more tendrils and leaping another before grabbing the dropped cutlass. He tried a riposte and missed. Tharus sank back, shadowy coils keeping the Ordained elevated off the ground.

Before Erevayn caught a respite, Roven charged, but it was too late. Tharus unleashed a tendril, sending him off course. Erevayn too was lifted and thrown into a table. Plates and glasses shattered and silverware went everywhere, floating about him. He lifted his head from the detritus, coughing. Bodies lay on the floor, faces with arrows through them. Hardranian arrows.

He rolled over to look at Tharus. This was no Hardranian, that was certain. Their reports on the threat must have been incorrect. The green of Tharus’ eyes had changed now to be the red-on-red of a Daerikal, his skin now clearly showing patterns of scales and a red tint. The man’s back muscles looked like small, furled wings, even coarser than the rest of his body. He must have used an Illusory Form.

Erevayn turned to rise and a bald-headed zealot stood over him, ready to strike. He stared wide-eyed, his hand instinctively reaching for his pocket where his flask was no longer. Then, an arrow pierced the man’s head. His body fell limp and the weapon in his hands clanged to the stone floor. Erevayn looked up to the roof, the sun barely shining through. He saw her. Viyala.

The noise dimmed to silence in Erevayn’s ringing ears. He stumbled forward a stride, the Mark on his shoulder still aflame. His entire arm had grown numb, yet he continued pressing forward in his daze, pushing through debris.

Tharus. The Ordained’s approach was silent, yet the ground seemed to rumble with each pace forward. Erevayn looked up to the balcony. Neera had survived whatever onslaught she faced and now looked down at Erevayn, her quiver visibly empty.

As the Ordained began to reach for Scillia with a weave of shadow, Neera leaped from the parapet above, landing down on one knee. She charged forward then, drawing her curved shortblade. Tharus shot a hand back at Neera. Shadow overtook her. Her body reeled back toward a column and another table setting, cracking into the slate and falling limp.

Erevayn’s heavy breath filled his ears. He smelled the burning from his shoulder and the noxious scent of the Chaos. He looked over to Roven, whose body was unmoving. His head pounded, blood dripping into his eyes. The weight of his chain shirt felt too much to bear. He pressed toward the Duchess one last time but fell back to his knees, his legs shaking.

Always forward.

Darkness began to swallow the front of the amphitheater, all of the sunlight above dissipating. Helpless.

He reached in front of him, his good hand finding the pommel, then moving to the leathery grip of his hilt. He forced the sharp end into the ground as the ringing subsided, overtaken by the sound of steel on stone. As he came to one knee, he heard the screams of the guests. Looking around now, he saw death.

He blinked fast, trying to regain his focus as the sounds dimmed. A darkened figure in a crimson cloak strode forward. The darkened figure from the Merciful Martyr. He looked back up to the chapel—the man still too far away. Erevayn’s limbs locked up.

Scillia was again in Tharus’ tendrils. The veins in his arm pulsed with effort, though there was an ease about his grasp. The priest peered side-eyed at Erevayn. ‘The True Gods need this land. And you can help.’ Tharus spoke, yet his mouth didn’t move.

He smiled.

A shadowy blade formed in Tharus’ open hand. Erevayn drove himself from the floor now, lurching forward a few strides before a shadowy tendril gripped his ankle. He clenched his teeth, blood dripping from the gash on his forehead.

Tharus slashed at Scillia’s neck, slowly opening the skin between her ears. A flow of light streamed from her necklace. Erevayn’s limbs grew cold. He blinked, looking past the Duchess’ struggling body. The silhouette of the blindfolded women was now beyond that of the priest. Her stare fixed on Erevayn as he fought to get his ankle free. His eyes widened, his lips snarled and he breathed through clenched teeth.

Scillia’s teardrop necklace fell into Tharus’ open hand and the shadowy blade dissipated. Her hands were covering her throat now as blood trickled between her fingers.

“Erevayn!” The scream echoed in the theater. Erevayn looked back, seeing the crimson-cloaked man breeze past him in a full sprint.

The man leaped—his blade already drawn. Three claws rose from the hilt, calling to the striking silver as a sharp edge clashed down against Tharus’ newly conjured Chaos blade.

Scillia dropped from Tharus’ grasp, falling hard to the ground and rolling away from the fight. Erevayn felt the grasp of shadow around his ankle weaken and kicked. Easily enough, it disintegrated into black ash. He shot up, forcing his blade into the floor once more to propel himself toward the Duchess.

He knelt over her body, grabbing under her arms and pulling her away from the clashing and humming of the two different Forms of Will. Bolts of shadow thrust from Tharus’ hands as he slashed with a conjured blade from the other, the purplish black glow striking against the rage of the golden Dawn about the mystery man’s blade.

The hooded man parried and dodged, slicing his way through the power before him. Erevayn shifted his focus back to the Duchess, her hands slipping through the blood. His Omen Mark burned as he pressed down gently enough on her neck, calling to that lost magicks, calling to the Dawn Tree. He moved his hands to the base of her neck, ensuring she could breathe, but blood filled her mouth. She coughed and blood splattered on his face.

Scillia stared helplessly into Erevayn’s eyes.

“Help!” he called out. He turned away from the central altar. Merin and Hayde ran toward him, but the minstrel was too far—he wouldn’t have time to make it to them. Erevayn put pressure on the sides of the Duchess’ throat, keeping force from her airways so more air could find its way in. Only blood found purchase.

The two fighters moved further away down the dais, opposite Neera. “Talieath taus dun pealade!” Tharus yelled. His hands shot down to the ground below him, shadow encapsulating his feet. The hooded figure threw his arm up over his face, protecting himself from the gust of power.

The man gathered himself, leaping forward to strike once more, slashing at the Ordained’s throat. A thump hit the stone floor as the shadow disappeared from the room. The mouth of the severed head dropped open beside Erevayn. Erevayn looked to the warrior, his hood pulled back now, revealing dark-blond, shoulder-length hair. The wound at the base of the Ordained’s neck was sealed by the slash of the man’s blade. As was Tharus’ neck where his head would be, preventing blood from pouring out over the chapel stairs. The magicks glowing around the figure ceased.

Tharus the Ordained was dead.

In Erevayn’s distraction, he didn’t feel Merin shaking him.

“Erevayn, let her go!” His voice came through as a whisper and then a scream.

Erevayn looked down. Scillia’s eyes were open, staring blankly up at the light above.

“Let her go, Erevayn. There’s nothing we can do.”

The man with the patched crimson cloak walked up to the mercenaries, standing over the body. “Listen to Merin,” he said. Then he leaned down over the body, blood still pooling beneath it. The man—another Aranari, Erevayn thought numbly—put his hands to her neck, sealing the wound with the magicks of the Dawn Tree. He then whispered words in their native tongue, “I shall deliver you from death. May you be at peace.”

How could he know Merin? And those were words from history. Words from the Daemonine. The most devout of the Orders of the Nine besides the Ordained, their words only written in Erevayn’s studies as a boy. He wasn’t sure they still had them recorded anywhere.

The man stood, his eyes clear to Erevayn now. One was golden, the other, still hued in the golden way, but glossed over with an almost pure white, a cut coursing from his eyebrow down to the top of his high cheekbones. His beard sat dark with patches of gray, his neck in need of a trim.

The Kul looked up at the man. “Alevist,” he whimpered, tears welling in his eyes. Erevayn laid Scillia down, closing hers with a gentle touch. It was harder than he remembered, the muscles still fighting to stay open. Merin turned to grab one of the white tablecloths, pulling it over her face, but not before Erevayn noticed the gem missing from around her neck.

That name, Alevist, seemed so familiar. Perhaps it was a distant memory from his Kaledar schooling. As Erevayn’s legs found purchase, he looked down at the body before him.

He had failed.

His head shifted, trying to find any Hardranian he could. But all the bodies were heaped toward the front of the venue where Merin and Hayde had come from. Perhaps Neera had left one alive.

Shit, Erevayn thought. Neera.

“Where’s Neera?” Hayde asked, his voice strained. He grabbed Erevayn, shaking him. “Where is she?”

Erevayn blankly stared, needing to think longer than he desired, ultimately pointing toward the debris by the far column. Hayde bolted over.

The man in the crimson hood turned away, hovering over Roven. The Runestone in his vambrace glowed gold as he held his hands to the Stained Kaledar, giving him a burst to awaken. Fortunately, Roven had only been unconscious. Erevayn’s gaze followed as the man called Alevist did the same for Kythos at the base of the stairs, pulling his hood up before putting his hands on the unmoving figure that was the Ver’Skyi Consular.

Lingering redolence of blood and sweat filled the once lively amphitheater. Roven stood, his own eyes glossing over as he approached.

I… I failed—again, Erevayn thought. Scillia’s body lay at his feet. A group of Stalwart guards approached, distinguished by their gold-trimmed armor. Merin turned to face them, stopping them so he could begin telling them what had happened. His mouth rattled, but Erevayn’s mind had no place for his words.

Erevayn looked back toward the column where Neera had been thrown, then did a double take. The bandage-eyed woman stood at the altar, peering back at him, a smile spread across her face.

Hayde had found Neera, her body unmoving in his arms. Tears swelled in the Stained man’s eyes.

Alevist walked over to the pair as Merin finished speaking with the guards.

The world grew silent. Erevayn looked once more to where he had seen the bandage-eyed woman. His ears rang, the woman’s smile unwavering. It was as if she knew something he didn’t. As if she were calling him to some purpose only she knew. Her image dissipated.

The Ordained was dead. How did he know that angered the apparition? Somehow, it had felt like Erevayn’s own vengeance, but it wasn’t his. It was hers.

Past the bodies littering the floor, Hayde reluctantly handed Neera over to Alevist.

How many had to die on Erevayn’s watch? He turned his gaze to the pillar where he had set down his flask, then back to Hayde. The man howled through the silence. Alevist muttered over Neera’s limp form. After a moment that felt like a lifetime, her shoulders cocked back and her body tensed up.

Alevist’s hands radiated Dawn. Neera covered her face with her hand. Hayde wrapped her in his arms and she reached up with her left hand to grab at his shoulder, pulling herself into his chest. Her grip tightened around the fabric of Hayde’s shirt. He grew quiet as he rocked her back and forth, tears falling from his eyes. A group of city guards and some remaining Stalwart ran over to where Kythos lay nearby. He too had dug himself out of whatever debris Alevist hadn’t moved.

Erevayn’s eyes followed Alevist as he walked toward the entrance of the theater and moved past the King’s Stalwart. His boots appeared tattered, his chain shirt under a darkened, dirtied leather lace-up blouse.

Erevayn looked up to the sky. Clouds hovered, and Viyala peered down at him from the roof she had fired from. She too was covered in dirt and blood. She shook her head, her eyebrows furrowed in anger and shame. There was an odd peace in her, mirroring his own heart. Scillia’s last breath echoed in his mind once more.

Roven’s yell echoed across the hall. “I knew you couldn’t protect her!” Guards stormed after him, attempting to grab his cloak as he swung his blade at Veris’ head. One of the Stalwart blocked the Kaledar weapon from striking, the Will still radiating up from the hilt into the vial of soft, liquid Runestone at the center of the blade. Roven’s eyes glowered with anger.

The guard who spoke to Merin ran over to the men, pulling Roven away. Roven was released and he dropped to his knees, platinum blade falling at his side. His second blade was missing. The guards surrounded Veris.

“Thank y—” Veris started to say. The guards grabbed him off the floor. “What—what are you doing?”

The man who had been speaking to Merin wore the insignia of one of the highest ranks in the Stalwart—a Captain. “You’re going to talk.”

“I don’t know what you mean! Where is my Scillia!?” The Duke fought to peer over the guard in front of him. His eyes found the bloodied tablecloth. “No! No! They killed her?! They weren’t supposed to harm her at all.”

Kythos, helped by some of the Stalwart, fell to his knees by his daughter. He reached his arms out as a beggar would. Merin moved to pull Erevayn away.

Back at the altar, the blindfolded woman was gone.

Kythos gripped his daughter’s body, lifting her up into his arms. Another bellow echoed in the space. There was so much blood that it dripped onto his chest and to the floor, mixing with his tears.

All Erevayn heard then was the drone of the wind as he started back toward the column to retrieve his flask.


Veris was having a hard time speaking.

The guards dropped him to his knees, and he submitted. His chin dipped down into the crest of his throat, tears rolling onto his tunic. Roven’s lip curled at one side.

“She wasn’t supposed to be harmed—” Veris shook his head as tears continued rolling off his chin.

“You knew,” Roven growled, “and you had every chance to stop it. How did you enlist Tharus’ help?”

“I don’t—I had no idea he was…” Veris’ eyes rose to meet his brother’s. He shook his head. “The shadows—I’m not even sure what that was.”

Roven stepped forward, shoving off a protesting guard. “Then what of the bodies? What of the Hardranians?”

The Hardranians. Another failure. Erevayn had missed his chance again. The opportunity to find out who was responsible for Khaleen’s killing was quelled. He felt the weight of that as his gaze found the bodies that filled the amphitheater. Merin looked up at him, sighing.

Alevist appeared at Erevayn’s side. He paused to look down at Merin before placing his hand on Erevayn’s shoulder. “Meet me at the Martyr.” Then he turned, walking past the sobbing Kythos and stepped over bodies on his way out of the theater.

The Consular’s tears fell silently now. He held Scillia’s body, rocking the corpse back and forth. It grew more and more gentle as time went on, yet he still begged her to awaken.

“Our mother, Roven,” Veris said. “For our mother. Her people have suffered far too long. Even with father.” Veris tried to stand, the Captain shoving him back down. “He’s gone mad. He’s forgotten who we are. What they took from us. What they refuse to give us. I stand for the Forgotten and for the Hardranians.”

Roven threw himself forward. “You bastard!” Guards grabbed at him, and then the Captain joined in, pulling him away.

Erevayn turned to see the Consular standing beside him. The man walked past Erevayn as if he didn’t exist.

“They have oppressed our people too long, brother,” Veris said. Roven struggled against the Captain’s powerful grip. One Kaledar being held down by another, what a sight. “The Outer Wills pity us. They call for us to listen. Even your Last Artisan wouldn’t stand a chance against the force they could bear. One day they will come from Mercy, damn you all!” Veris’ eyes tightened with anger. He tried to stand once more, this time powering through the hands of one of the guards before two of them combined to shove him down.

“We should leave,” Erevayn whispered, leaning down to Merin.

“Why yes, I believe we should.”

Veris’ tirade continued, the guards still pressing his knees into the floor. Erevayn turned away, moving toward where Hayde still held Neera, who was slowly easing herself out of his arms.

“One day we’ll all bow to them again. The Red Will desires the mixing of bloodlines. Even they—”

Erevayn spun around at the sudden gouging silence.

As the words left Veris’ mouth, so did a blade. Kythos stood behind him, a grievous emptiness in his eyes. Erevayn had seen that look before. Perhaps even he would have appeared the same if he had gotten his hands on one of the Hardranians. Blood curdled around the steel, teeth bending out of Veris’ cut lips. Several teeth fell before him as his eyes glazed over.

“Enough of this,” Kythos said. The guards dropped the limp body. His blood was pouring out through his mouth on the blued steel and then onto the floor. “Send for King Telvath and his Hand. I demand war.”


Hayde, Neera, Merin, and Erevayn made their way out of the amphitheater, stepping over the bodies of guests and Hardranian savages. Erevayn spat more than once, getting what little anger he could out, but none of them yet spoke.

Scores of guards and Stalwart began to pour into the venue; it appeared none of the Stained survived. Roven—the only suspected survivor—had disappeared after the chaos of Veris’ death.

Viyala appeared in front of them, surprising Erevayn but seeming not to shock the rest. “Let me help,” she said, moving to him.

He waved her off. “I’m okay,” he lied. Pain radiated through his left shoulder, his arm enervated and burning hot still. But Viyala too looked as if she had fought, so he held firm.

Hayde also waved her off, then looked to the others around Neera. “Thank you,” he said. Erevayn nearly scoffed, not expecting the gratitude. But it was genuine. The rough-skinned Stained man’s eyes dropped back to the ground, watching every step he and Neera took, taking care not to move suddenly.

“Cheer up, brother. I am alive,” Neera said. Her face twitched through every word while she tried to smile.

Viyala dipped her head, walking alongside them. Voices clamored in the streets as the group pushed through crowds whose gaze followed them.

“Viyala!”

It was an all too familiar voice. One Erevayn hadn’t expected to hear for some time. But nonetheless, Salasmir came running up behind them.

He gripped Viyala’s shoulders, looking her over as if trying to find any open wounds. “What the Omens happened in there?” Salasmir hardly seemed to notice the other four, standing as Hayde tried to urge them on.

Erevayn didn’t budge, and so Hayde submitted, lifting himself under Neera to let her rest more weight on him. Erevayn still carried his share, but the pain in his arm seemed to dissipate.

“Uncle, there were too many—”

Salasmir’s eyes snapped to Erevayn. “Silence. I need not hear it from you.” His gaze shot back to Viyala. “You were only supposed to keep an eye on them, help them if they needed it.”

“They needed it,” Viyala said, her eyes dropping to the ground. “Salasmir, Erevayn is right. We were overrun. There were dark magicks, magicks I’ve never seen. The man’s body—it was mangled.” Her eyebrows furrowed. “Scillia—she’s dead.”

“And the Consular?” Salasmir leaned back, taking his arms from Viyala’s shoulder.

“He lives,” Merin said, snarling at the Aranari.

Salasmir scoffed, silently looking down at the Kul. He clenched his jaw a few times, then looked between Neera and Hayde. He pulled Viyala back by her shoulder. “Come now. We will speak more on this matter.” She turned, moving with the Hand to the High King. Her gaze briefly found Erevayn’s, and then she disappeared into the crowd.

“Let’s go,” Hayde said, his look pleading.

Erevayn nodded. They shared only silence on the long walk to the Martyr.


Whatever excitement had filled the Martyr the day before must have been sucked out by the wedding. 

Such an event would usually fill establishments like the Martyr with bustling business. Eyes and voices carried toward the group as they stumbled in. A couple of men slid over at the bar, one with an eye patch and the other with a worn tunic.

Erevayn looked to the bartender, and without a word, the Kalatari man behind the counter threw four pewters onto the bar. He grabbed the silver-plated barrel and twisted the tab to drain the silver ale into one at a time. He then found four smaller clay cups, and taking a bottle of brown liquid, poured it out into each.

Neera rested her head upon the bar as the drinks were being poured. She took a deep breath and grabbed the small cup first, throwing it back through whatever pain lingered. Quickly after, she drained the pewter. A couple more of those, and that pain would dissipate. Something else Erevayn knew all too well.

From the corner, a stromlyre tuned in a higher key than Merin’s began to play some merry tune.

Erevayn turned away from Merin and pulled out his flask. As he opened it, he saw his hands were still covered in Scillia’s blood. He turned to the bartender, saying, “I think we could all use a soap-covered rag if you got ’em.”

Merin threw another icon on the counter, the liquid softstone within entirely full. Far too much compensation for the ask, but considering the circumstances, it didn’t matter. The barkeep nodded and drenched four fresh rags with soap. Erevayn scrubbed hard. The pink of his flesh still looked blood-stained. He got what he could, and tucked the rag in through his belt, something he could perhaps wash and use later.

Looking about the room, Erevayn spotted the Aranari man, Alevist, sitting at the same table as the night before. This time, his hood was down behind his neck and he caressed something in his hands, leaning over, protecting it.

Erevayn pressed off the bar, giving a quick pat on Merin and Hayde’s back. “Keep an eye out, would you?”

Merin looked up, noticing Alevist. “You don’t need to go over there.”

It was strange how the old Aranari had focused on Merin, and even more strange was how Merin had peered at him. There was a reverence Erevayn had only seen the Kul look at his mother with, but also a reluctance. That wasn’t common for him. Whatever history Merin and Alevist shared, among other things, Erevayn wanted to find out. It might serve as a distraction. A safer distraction than his flask.

“Nonsense—he saved us.” Erevayn smiled. “I should at least thank him for it.”

Merin nodded. “Give me a moment. Then I’ll join you.”


Erevayn sat across from Alevist for a long time. 

He had failed to get a look at what was in the man’s hands. The man’s long, dark-blond hair sat over his left eye.

“Hello there,” Erevayn finally said, taking a swig from his refilled pewter. He sucked on his teeth, savoring the bitter taste.

Something pulled Alevist from his daze long enough for him to notice Erevayn. The older Aranari clutched what was in his hands close to his chest.

“I wanted to thank you,” Erevayn continued. “You saved us back there.”

The man looked up now, his eyes shifting from Erevayn to the bar, finding Merin. He turned back to Erevayn. “I wanted that man dead. So, thank you for drawing him out. You four seemed to be in over your heads.”

Merin approached, placing a couple more ales on the table. “Hello, Alevist,” he said, his voice quiet and unlevel.

Erevayn studied one, then the other. “How do you know each other?”

Alevist took a long drag from his pewter, letting his eyes follow the inside of his cup.

Merin pulled up a chair, his stare not leaving the table.

“I thought you were entrusted with this boy’s safety. What happened?” Alevist’s free hand reached under his tattered cloak. The fabric was of the utmost quality, though the patchwork seemed to have been done by a soldier.

Merin peered down into his drink, turning it in his hands. He reached to the back of his neck, scratching at a bald spot there. “Aye.”

Alevist… Why is that name so familiar? It was starting to come back to him. A folk hero of sorts.

“Artorious would be proud,” Alevist said, smiling. “He seems like a sharp young man. I didn’t think an Exile would be trusted with such a job. You must have pulled the right strings,” he continued, taking another long swig. “Nonetheless, you floundered on that opportunity.”

Erevayn shook his head, gaining clarity. “Wait—Artorious,” he said. “You knew my father?”

Alevist put down the pewter, clearing his throat. “Well, Merin,” he said, winking. “I might as well begin to contribute. For the sake of our old friend.” He turned his gaze from the Kul. “There is actually something that you both could help me with—to return the favor.”


Chapter 9
[image: ]


"The spiral into madness was the undoing of all great men. Their hearts shatter, then nothing stands in their way." History of the Martyrs – The Rise of Stalhom

The wedding was a massacre.

Viyala saw so much from her vantage point. The fifteen fighters she had been given to lead in the amphitheater were almost not enough.

They didn’t expect to be attacked by those they saw below. At first, she was able to fire down, aiding Hayde and Merin who seemed to be struggling the most. Though most of her arrows were used up by the time the Ordained was dueling with the mysterious knight, the rest helped keep Neera safe. And then her final one saved Erevayn, right when it appeared he was about to give up.

She only saw so much of the fight between Wills; Chaos and shadow clashing against the hum of Dawn. But luckily, her ability to fight hand-to-hand kept her alive. Most of the men she led survived the same way.

She was impressed by what she saw of the Will as a whole. Merin had taught her quite a bit about the art of combat, but she now had an idea of his proficiency with the Primordial Will. He fought off larger attackers for what seemed to be an endless amount of time. It did seem that whoever this assailing force was, they hadn’t been as prepared as they imagined.

Her heart dropped a few times, seeing Erevayn thrown around the room and grasped by shadow. But again, there was nothing she could do. Her final kill drew Erevayn’s eyes to her after the shadow dissipated. And holding his gaze, she felt what he did.

The knight below used a blade that was almost as tall as he was. Even from above she could tell he stood nearly eye-to-eye with the floating Tharus. After the knight cut down the Ordained, she took note of the gemstone he acquired out of the dead man’s hands. It was Scillia’s necklace. What use could he have for that?

Stealing? Maybe he would give it back to Kythos. Either way, it was time for her to head down. It seemed Erevayn was making his way out. Perhaps she would comfort him. Perhaps she could help. That’d make her father proud, surely.

Or would it? Erevayn was an Exile. As she thought about him, the love of their past seemed to win out. But it was followed by a sort of shame. Why should she feel any connection with him after he had left to be with her cousin? But Viyala knew too well the ways of the court—was fortunate to leave it behind after her father rose to be Consular of the Amrinil. Instead, she would be the next Hand to the High King—inheriting the position on Salasmir’s death, as he had from her uncle, Vandlin.

But loving Erevayn felt as if it was never going to go away. And if she were to connect with him, it would likely upset her father more than anything. But her desire for the boy, now man, she once loved was beginning to outweigh the desire she had for her father’s approval.

There was something about seeing him, even in his current state, that fanned a fire within her. As if all the choices that had been made over the course of the latter half of their lives meant almost nothing. As if they were back roaming the Witesands together, holding hands.

Khaleen had known of their love, and even then, committed to what was set out for her. And Viyala had tried to forgive them both, but it seemed to matter nought. The distance made her heart grow fonder of Erevayn, and a jealousy had raged within her for far too long. When Khaleen was killed by the Hardranian raiders six years before, Viyala regretted never forgiving her, who she had also loved. But even worse was her reluctance for Erevayn’s company, before he ever became Erevayn and was still Erety’il. Before he drank himself into oblivion and forced Salasmir to give him the Mark of the Exile. Before he had gotten six or seven Kaledar killed in a matter of two weeks.

As she moved with the remaining six guards off the roofs surrounding the amphitheater, she still felt the shame of her love. But that love also felt like a thing out of her control, like the winds or the tides or a wildfire. And so she let it burn within her once more as they found the ladder leading down to the streets below.


As Salasmir pulled her away from the group, her eyes met Erevayn’s. 

Equal parts anger and empathy rose as her attention had been forced from her love. She felt a sort of pleasure from the internal promise delivered by her eyes to Erevayn’s. I will see you again.

“I am so sorry I did not send more help, dear.” Salasmir took in a deep breath, still holding her close under his cloak. “I wish I had been there. I wouldn’t have let one of those bastards get close.”

She stayed silent as they moved toward the front of the venue. It made sense Salasmir wanted to see it—he hadn’t been there. But Viyala grew more and more uncomfortable as they passed a succession of bodies.

City guards were moving them out. First, they were handling the bodies of their own and others began to see to the guests. Men, women, those nobles. What irked Viyala the most were the bodies of the servants: innocent Gnomlin and Haftils.

The Stained guards who lay dead seemed to be getting no attention at all. The scene was terrible. The stench. Rotten stone, blood—sweat. The reek of spilt wine and unfinished food. Oh, what a combination!

They moved smoothly through, Salasmir guiding the way. Viyala straightened. If she were ever to be Hand to the High King, she would have to get herself together now and show Salasmir she could handle such sights.

Viyala intended to hold her tongue, but something compelled her. “There was a man,” she said.

Salasmir looked back toward her, his left eyebrow crooked.

She continued, “He bore Will of the Dawn, but appeared different from any Kaledar I’ve laid eyes on. He was large but moved with such speed. He’s the one who killed the Ordained.”

“The Ordained?” Salasmir asked.

They were moving faster now, still stepping over bodies and weaving through those who helped clean up the venue.

“Yes, he was the one who killed Scillia.”

Salasmir’s eyes widened and darted around as he stopped. “What on Maetlynd has happened?”

“I only saw from above, Lord. But it was madness.” She grew quiet as Salasmir turned away from her to compose himself. The death of Scillia seemed to strike him fully now. “I can debrief you later, Lord. Best we go speak with Kythos.”

His eyes narrowed. “Yes—that is what a Hand should do.”

“Before we see him, Lord—the man in the crimson hood who killed Tharus. He took Scillia’s necklace from him. Though I’m not sure how Tharus got it in the first place.”

They continued to walk, Salasmir now holding his hands behind his back. He curled his lips. “Keep that part to yourself for now. I shall report that to the King in person. Did you see the man’s face?”

She shook her head. “No, only his eyes, somewhere between golden and red. I was only able to make out the salt speckled beard peeking from below his hood.”

Salasmir nodded, accepting the report. “I’m sorry I had you watching Erevayn. I will not ask that of you any longer.” They were within forty or so strides of the Consular now.

Her head shot up from processing her thoughts. “Perhaps, Lord,” she began, “I can check in on them for a couple of nights? See if that man stays around.”

Salasmir flexed his jaw, seeming to hide disappointment. “Alright, Viyala. Take a couple of days, anyway. If you find out any information on the hooded man, I would love for you to report back to me in Dul’Vulgo.” He looked to the ground. “We will likely stay here for Scillia’s service. If you get more knowledge on the man with the necklace, stay on him. That supersedes any other orders we have received.”

Supersedes any other orders? How could a necklace be so important?

They continued their walk in the open venue. Viyala couldn’t help but gaze up to where she had positioned herself above. The tapestries to her right, bearing various house sigils, were torn and burnt. The new Stained flag was still smoldering.

Kythos was being counseled by the captain of the Stalwart—Galrawn. He had been with the King for a while, but he had trained all his men to be able to handle the protection of the High King. Telvath always felt comfortable using him as a bridge between Kythos and himself. Salasmir was enough of a warrior to match blades against a Runeborn. Under these circumstances, he would likely be given to Kythos for protection after the attack. A formality, in a sense.

Thinking as Hand of the King would, Viyala wondered how long the King himself should stay in Ossilith, considering the threat and what had occurred.

Kythos looked as distraught as ever, his teeth clenched and his jaw tight. His face was doused in blood, surely from dragging his hands over it. The blood smeared on his open palms before him. Viyala’s stomach turned.

Scillia’s body was being covered by ceremonial cloth. As Salasmir and Viyala came within earshot of Kythos, the body was lifted upon a royal gurney. Soldiers grasped the gold-plated, apple-sized bearings along the sides to carry her away.

Kythos turned as their footsteps echoed in the otherwise silent hall. “I—I want justice.”

Galrawn’s second stood in front now, taking in the Consular’s grief. Poor bastard wasn’t even at the wedding to begin with.

Salasmir stepped in. “I heard what happened, Lord. I’m—” he shook his head, “dearly sorry. There are no words—”

“All of these years, Salasmir.” Kythos’ voice rose now. “It was Untao. I hadn’t seen it in his face before today. But when he exposed the Runestones in his chest—I saw it, Salasmir. It was the old Bloünine.” His eyes still bore tears. “I will never forget that face.”

Kythos pointed to where the severed head lay. Salasmir walked over, using his foot to shift it so the jaw opened. He examined the wound at the neck and bit his lip. “I can see it. I was as familiar with him as you, Lord. I ask you not to fear. We will find who is responsible.”

Kythos’ chin trembled; he looked back toward the Captain. “Your Stalwart Captain says the men who attacked were Hardranians, as expected. Veris said as much. They acted under the order of their Stained King or his whore Hardranian wife. They must have!”

“We shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Best we wait to see if he does anything—”

“I already killed Veris, Salasmir. He was shouting at my men, justifying this massacre. Spouting on about Outer Wills. He wanted the Stained people to be treated more fairly. And he was willing to worship cursed Gods to meet that end.” Kythos laughed, his tears still falling. “Either way, I will have Roven sent to his father to explain. I would be surprised if he didn’t know about it, but perhaps Veris had given his father no choice.”

Salasmir nodded, crossing his arms as he listened. “This will be a hard time, Kythos, but Telvath and I will do what we can. We will be here to support you and continue on to the Isles to see Stalhom. We will warn him of a potential war.

“Where are those protectors you told me would serve me well?”

Erevayn and the rest. Viyala averted her gaze. “They were my assignment, Lord,” she said. Kythos’ cold eyes turned to her. “I let you down.” She knelt before him.

“No, you did not. They certainly did.” Kythos looked back to Salasmir. “One of my men told me that Kul was nowhere near my daughter to heal her. She could have been saved.”

Salasmir bit his bottom lip. Viyala was able to see he was growing impatient. “Lord, I apologize, but I don’t believe anybody was ready for what happened. It far exceeded our largest estimates.”

Kythos peered at the body of the dead Ordained. “I have been told my daughter’s necklace is missing.”

The necklace seemed important to everybody.

Salasmir looked to Viyala with a gentle smile. “Dear, please return to them, as we discussed. Go on.” Viyala wasted no time in leaving, picking her way over the bodies. A dense knot of King’s Guard approached as she turned right out of the venue to head to the Merciful Martyr. Horns bellowed for the King’s arrival. She had made it out of sight as the King’s Call sounded. To see his scolding eyes now might have been too much to bear, even if the incident hadn’t been her fault. She wasn’t to blame for his lover’s death during the Witesands attack, either, but he held it against her all the same.

She rushed back to Erevayn.


Chapter 10
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“The Artisans were Exiled from Mercy, forcing them to create a land of their own. The First Dawn followed. The Planting of the Great Trees, and the birth of Maetlynd’s people. Which Will began to influence Mercy after the Artisans’ exit, some have speculated on. Some thought it to be the Outer Will of Blight. The Red Will. The Crimson Dawn.” Book of Nine Runes

Erevayn’s eyes narrowed on the other Aranari before him.

“You said you were trying to draw that man out. How did you know him?”

“I was hunting him,” Alevist said. His eyes drifted to Merin, who had called over another round for the three of them.

Merin shook his head. “That was one of them?” He was in awe. “And the Will of Chaos? Over that of Blood?”

Alevist nodded. “That was Untao, though you can’t have taken the time to analyze his head. And he was using both Wills. You probably couldn’t see from where you were.”

“They’ve started showing themselves?” Merin asked, leaning back as the barkeep placed down their round of silver ale.

Erevayn was the first to pick his mug up, taking a long pull.

“And so now I have to find Harglon.”

Merin’s mouth dropped open as he looked at Alevist. The Kul held his cup an inch from his lips after stopping mid-pull.

Erevayn dropped his stare, now starting to feel the lightness of the drink. He looked back over to ensure Hayde and Neera were still doing well on their own.

“She’ll be alright,” Alevist said, nodding at Neera. “She’ll be back to normal in a few days.”

“Who’s Harglon?”

“Somebody he’s been hunting since before you had memories,” Merin said.

Alevist peeled his lips back, sucking at his teeth after taking a sip. “I’ve been hunting all of them. Every last one. I’ve only gotten two others—Tahplen and Divuhl. But that was over a decade ago, and I found them crawling in a hole west of Kaneretta.”

“And you knew my father?”

“Aye,” Alevist said. “They didn’t teach my name at that school of yours, did they?”

Then it came back to Erevayn. This man had slain a dragon with Erevayn’s father. Not only did they teach the name during the Rite, but his mother had mentioned it before she went mad. Alevist was a legend. Part of the Daemonine, the Knights of the Dawn—the founding Order of the Nine. He was rumored to be dead. Others said he hunted throughout the lands, still fighting enemies of the Unity. And there were those who suggested he had murdered his own wife, daughter, and son.

“You’re the Alevist?” Erevayn tilted his head.

“Aye,” he said, under his breath. “And I could use your help.”

“For vengeance, then?” Merin said. Halfway through his words he lowered his voice. “For your vengeance?”

So it seemed that the old warrior and Erevayn shared a common history. Erevayn had heard of Alevist’s lust for vengeance. Supposedly he’d hung for three days outside the ashes of his own home, pierced by a Runestone-embedded spear attuned to the Way of Blood.

“And what would be so bad about that?” Alevist leaned forward, gripping his hand tight around his mug. The tips of his fingers turned white before he sat back, relaxing the tension around the cup. “I need to find the rest of the Bloünine. But that comes second to an even more important task. One, Merin, I think you’ll agree with me on.”

Merin raised his fingers to either side of his temples. “I was wondering where her necklace went,” he said. “Don’t take it out here. I can already feel it on you.”

Alevist smiled, but it was a cheap smirk, one of bitter reluctance. “I didn’t ask to find this. But now the task falls on us. You know that, Merin.”

“Aye. So it does.”

“What task? What are you two talking about?”

“Not here, Erevayn,” Merin said. “But we need to go with him.”

“And why’s that?”

“You ask a fuck ton of questions,” Alevist said, taking another sip of his silver ale. “Anybody ever tell you that?”

“You give a lot of vague answers.” Erevayn turned toward Merin. “Why should we go with him?”

The opportunity to tag along with a legend, perhaps learning more about his father on the way, weighed against being treated like a child. And it had felt that way since the man grabbed his shoulder at the theater. Erevayn didn’t know if he would ever get vengeance for his wife, but if it came to it, he would drive himself north, a part of no army, killing every Hardranian in his path. Before that, he would need to Endure in order to get his use of the Will back. To get rid of his Omen Mark. Merin would never remove Erevayn’s Mark of Exile. He claimed that his use of the Omen Form was limited, while in the same breath saying there was a process Erevayn needed to follow. People had to see his redemption. Whatever that meant.

Merin took a long pull and placed his finished cup on the table. He paused, looking at Alevist, who returned a smile. Merin slowly turned his head, leaning over his drink as he shifted in his seat. “If this is the journey we undertake, Erevayn will need help.”

“Help with what?” Erevayn leaned on the table with his arm. He winced in pain, having forgotten about his injuries.

“I can help you turn that Omen Mark,” Alevist said. “You’re going to need your Will back.”

His jaw dropped, but he caught it before it was too obvious. “You can help me earn back my spot with the Kaledar?”

That would get him men. Warriors powerful enough to take on a force of Hardranians. Since he had been Exiled, all of his contacts had fizzled out. Merin was the only one who wanted to help him.

Alevist laughed, bringing his drink back up to his lips. He stared into his cup. “Your spot with the Kaledar will never be returned to you, no matter what you were told.”

“And how would you know that?”

Alevist placed his mug down, taking in a deep breath and holding it for a moment before releasing it silently. He rubbed under his jaw, scratching at his beard. “The questions—alright, if you must know, I half-designed the way the Kaledar work today. And unless they change one of the key provisions in the Book of Nine Runes, the Kaledar will never accept somebody who has borne the Omen Mark of the Exile.” He swallowed, then caught his breath. “I’ll admit, I haven’t dug into that text for a while—”

Erevayn interrupted. “I forgot your rank among the Daemonine.”

Alevist sighed. “Are you going to help me or not, boy? To be frank, I could do without Mer’s company, but any hand that can bear a weapon right now will be useful. And something tells me your band of mercenaries is going to be hard-pressed to find work around here.” Alevist looked back to Merin. It was clear the two disapproved of each other in some way.

I’ve never seen him like this, Erevayn thought. “Even if I wanted to earn my use of the Will back, I don’t have a Runestone, and Merin only has his on his blades—”

A hard crack sounded under Alevist’s hand as he drove it on top of the table between their two drinks. The ambience of the bar was so loud no one reacted.

As Alevist lifted his hand, Erevayn peered down upon the table. Two blood-dappled hard Runestones, just as he remembered them. No bigger than softstone-filled icons, and perfectly round other than the broken edges where they had meshed with Tharus’ bones. A Mark still glowed at the center of each. One had black and violet splayed vines rising from top to bottom. The other was marked green with the Goblet of Illusion. Both forms of Will were deemed outlawed beyond the Reckoning. Two forbidden forms were harnessed within the stones before him. They would have to be cleansed first, something Alevist seemed confident he could do.

“You took these from Tharus?”

“Untao, but yes.” Alevist grabbed at Erevayn’s drink, foam still sitting at the top. The young Exile had only enough time to be surprised he’d forgotten it was in front of him. Alevist took a large pull, using his other hand to sweep the Runestones back off the table. “Two of his stones weren’t even his to begin with. One of them he certainly earned becoming an Ordained. But we should hardly count that one… considering the circumstances.”

Erevayn’s eyes were still locked on the table. A flake of dried blood lay on the wood where some of the sweat from the cup lingered.

Silence held before Merin broke it. “We don’t have to do anything. We can go back east or across the sea to find someone that can get us close to the Hardranians.”

“You know you can’t do that, Merin. You know what I have. And so you know our responsibility.”

“We have the ability, therefore, the responsibility.”

It was a litany of sorts. For all the times Erevayn had heard Merin sing or tell a story, that line only came up once or twice. But it was one that stuck with him. One that he held dear.

“We’ll go,” Erevayn said. “I’m not sure about the twins, but I believe the promise of coin, maybe enough icons to buy a stock of horses, could sway them.”

Alevist leaned back, playing with one of the Runestones. Erevayn needed this to get his powers again, so there was no use arguing anymore. And whatever mystery lay between Alevist and Merin drew far too much curiosity to ignore. He needn’t put aside his ideas of vengeance, only bolster them with a new opportunity after his most recent failure. After losing Scillia. And he could learn more about his father through Alevist.

Merin took another swig of his empty cup, perhaps hoping there was more inside. He nodded his head. “Aye.”

“Good then,” Alevist said, placing the Runestone back in his pocket. He pointed over to Hayde and Neera at the bar. “They want to join us?”

Erevayn turned to see the pair still drinking steadily.

He sat up, wincing as he gripped his arm. His fingers moved to the top of his flask—perhaps another drop might ease the pain—but Merin grabbed at his good arm.

“You okay?”

“It’s my shoulder. I must have fallen on it.”

“I can take care of it, but I don’t want to do it here in front of everybody. I’ll come to you before you fall asleep.”

“Aye.”

Merin slid his chair out. “I will see you in the morning then—early. I imagine we’ll be scaling the city?” He looked at Alevist, his eyebrows raising.

Alevist smirked.

“Alright then. I will be back later.” Merin pushed his chair away and moved toward the exit of the Martyr.

Erevayn’s eyes followed. The inn’s door opened slowly, and the light of the moon peeked through the otherwise gloomy lighting of the entrance. Viyala entered, snatching the wind from Erevayn’s chest. His Omen Mark seared his shoulder as his eyes met hers. The same heat rose up through his spine, creating a sort of airiness in his mind. She was radiant.

Although she was covered in dirt and blood still, her beauty and the dimple on her right cheek failed to waver. When she smiled, it was always true. She did so to Merin. The Kul reached his arms up to her, grabbing her hands and exchanging a few words.

She began to move toward Erevayn. He stood up, his legs finding purchase despite their weakened state.

They stopped in front of each other. “Erevayn, I didn’t know if I was going to miss you.” Her voice cracked, making Erevayn feel confident for some strange reason. Only too late did he realize he had left his mug back at the table with Alevist. He placed his hand over the pocket holding his flask.

Alevist walked by, knocking him on the shoulder. “Tomorrow then,” the old warrior said, handing him his half-full mug. “Ensure your friends are aware of the plan.” He paused, looking at Viyala.

She gave him a gentle smile.

Alevist looked back at Erevayn. “I’ll be sure to have horses ready. Tell your friends I will cover the cost of their evening, and promise them pay equivalent to what they were expecting from Kythos upon the success of your objective today. Something tells me that income won’t be coming your way.”

He turned to the door, bowing his head, and moved past the pair.

Viyala followed Erevayn’s gaze as it trailed the older warrior out of the inn. “You’re leaving Ossilith?”

“In the morning. All I know is we have to ascend the city,” he lied. “Not sure why.” Turning his Omen Mark. Vengeance. Learning about his father. Right when hope for all of that was utterly lost, it rekindled. The promises Alevist held out to him felt like salvation enough. A small reward without having done any work. Though still solemn and even guilty about Scillia’s murder, he attached himself to the next source of hope. There was so much death behind him anyway. Perhaps a focus on training and Enduring again would help him forget Scillia, and all the other blood that was on his hands.

“If you’re ascending the city, I can go with you for a day or so. I’m not expected to be in Dul’Vulgo for several days. The ceremony for Scillia should delay the King and Salasmir for a time too.” She put her hands behind her back. There was something so gorgeous about her. She wanted to be near to him at least, and that felt good. “You won’t attend?”

“Something tells me Kythos wouldn’t want us to pay our respects. Besides, the man who just walked out seems to be in a rush.” He brought his mug up to his lips, stealing a glance at Viyala’s. “There’s a chance I can earn my ability to harness Will back. So I can’t turn this down.”

“I shall forgo the ceremony myself,” she said simply. “Although she was a very worthy Duchess, that’s for certain.”

Erevayn’s hand fell to the flask in his pocket again as his ale dwindled. He put his drink in his left arm, forgetting about the injury. He spilled some of the drink as the wound on that side began to burn, along with his Omen Mark. “She certainly seemed as much,” Erevayn said, holding back his wince. He shifted his drink back into his good arm and let the left one sink.

Viyala looked toward the stairs, then back to Erevayn. “I won’t be too long, but don’t wait up. I don’t think I like the idea of you looking at me much longer with all this grime on me.”

“I hardly noticed,” he said, letting out a chuckle.

She smiled, shyly. Then, she paused before saying, “Early in the morning, then.”

“Early in the morning.”

As she walked up the stairs, he couldn’t help but examine every part of her. His attraction to her was strong, but what of Khaleen? What would she have thought?

Khaleen was aware of their connection prior to the engagement, but still. He had loved his wife dearly and, duty or not, it was his responsibility to honor her. Surely Viyala wouldn’t judge him for it, would she?

He put his ale to his lips and realized hardly a sip remained. He placed the mug down and reached into his pocket, unscrewing the flask and taking a large pull. The warming liquid stung a few cuts on his lips and the inside of his mouth. His spine rattled with a comforting chill. He put the flask back and moved over to Hayde and Neera.

He set himself up on the bar and looked at the twins, both deep into their drinking. Neera appeared alert, but tired. Hayde on the other hand, was a puddle of sodden sorrow, punctuated by raised eyebrows.

Erevayn smiled at them both. “How does the other half of the income you were promised sound?”


Chapter 11
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“Those in the Unity called them the Forgotten Gods because they lacked faith in the Will. The betrayers believed in the faith of the Old Gods. What they referred to as, ‘The Gods of all Things.’” Consequences of Suffering – Chapter Three

Hayde was overjoyed by the offer, considering Kythos wasn’t likely to pay them.

But there was more to think about. Hayde forgot about Scillia’s necklace in the rush of the fight and the aftermath. But now, it was back on his mind. Perhaps that Aranari knew something of it. Or had taken it himself.

Hayde had gotten a look at Scillia’s body. A sad thing, that a woman so young, and so beautiful had to suffer in that way. Hayde saw her floating, that crazed Ordained cutting her throat, and the gem dropping into his hands. But in the end, all Hayde’s fighting meant naught, for she bled out beside him, even after the hero saved the day. Being a hero wasn’t worth a damn. But he still needed to try, even if he told Cyril heroes die. It’d be for Galigus. So he and Neera could re-earn their place amongst the Stained.

“Alright.” Hayde took a swig of the remaining silver ale in his cup, the juniper biting down on his cuts. He cleared his throat. “Let me speak with Neera—alone. And if we’re up with you in the morning—ehur—then you have our answer.” Hayde raised his eyebrows when he hiccupped. “Wait, what even is the bloody job?”

“I don’t fully understand myself. Alevist has something only Merin and he know about. But it’s money, nonetheless.”

The name bit at Hayde’s memory. Where have I heard it? There was some story of a man with that name. Two men could have the same name though. Silly to think the bastard could be the man in the stories.

But both Runeborn? Although the bastard had a young face, still-dark hair. But he was old; in how he carried himself at least. Well, shit. How old was he? If you go with them, you can find out. Galigus would want me to find out. Maybe he has what Galigus is looking for.

Neera’s head rested on her arms, spread out over the bar as she tried to control her breathing, clearly still aching.

“We’ll talk in the morning then. Let us drink some more before we go back upstairs.” Hayde took a sip of air from an empty mug. Shit. He waved down the bartender.
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“What was he like before he was an Exile?” Neera asked, catching Viyala off guard.

Viyala set Neera down on her bed, and nearly toppled sideways.

She helped strip Neera of her dirty clothes down to her undergarments and went into the adjoining washroom. She turned the nozzle—a bit rusty for what she was used to. At least the water was filtered, the way they had been rebuilding the infrastructure. The nozzle wasn’t freshly replaced, but there wouldn’t be an establishment on all Maetlynd with amenities if there were no safe way to use the water.

The wash trough steamed as warm, clear water poured out from above. A bar of untouched soap smelling of evergreen lay on the side.

She spoke over the sound of the running water. “I hadn’t seen him for many years. But I remember him smiling more. Far less crass. As dashing as he is now though.”

She peeked her head through the threshold, to find Neera still keeled over on the bed. She tried forcing herself up straight, seeming to fight lingering muscle cramps. Her cloth shirt was torn in places along her side. Small blood stains stippled the area. The bruises looked as if they had spent days there already.

“You two don’t separate often, do you?” Viyala asked. She felt a little guilty for making the other woman speak.

Neera groaned. “He and I always have each other’s backs. Though it is nice having more people around.” She cleared her throat. “There is something about that though. Finding a sort of family. We’ve been trying to for some time, but Hayde can be a tough nut to crack. Trust doesn’t come easily for him.”

The iron wheel creaked as Viyala twisted it shut, the water trickling to a stop. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”
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The door creaked open. Hayde, the voice said.

He looked up and saw his mother’s face. She was smiling. ‘Hayde?’ she asked. Lightning flashed and her face went from clean to battered. He woke up, staring at the ceiling in the hallway outside his room. He must have passed out there waiting for the two girls to finish cleaning up.

Fuckin’ room’s still spinning. I most certainly did drink too much.

Viyala had her hand on his shoulder as he jolted awake. “Are you alright?” she asked. He pulled his hat from over his eyes, comforted by the sight of the Amrinil woman.

He licked the left corner of his lip, nodding while he propped himself up on the wall. “How is she?”

Viyala helped him rise, opening the door to the room. “She’s alright.”

He nearly stumbled, having a hard time finding the next move the world was going to make. But it seemed he was winning the war with balance. His words were at least coming out right. That was a relief.

Neera was sitting at the edge of her bed as Hayde peeked his head in, her scars clearer now. But the clean bandage wrapped around her torso helped hold her in place. She sat carefully, holding her side. The glow from the window illuminated the hearth space. An evergreen scent filled the room and Neera’s hair dripped into the cloth that dried her hair.

Any other night, evergreen might make a man in my position sick. Not tonight, alcohol.

“She’s all cleaned up,” said Viyala. “She definitely had broken ribs. Other than that, only minor scarring—shouldn’t be too bad. Not sure how it healed over so fast.”

“The knight,” Hayde said. Viyala’s eyebrows raised. “I appreciate your help.” He breathed out of his nose, rather hard. Even he could tell that. But air was fighting its way in. His stomach was too full of booze to allow so much air in there. If he got it through his nose, his mother said that it would go to his lungs. And everybody knows that’s where you need to breathe.

Viyala smiled as she too leaned into the hallway, cracking the door behind her. “Of course.” Something about the mention of the knight had spurred a curiosity in her, but Hayde decided not to pry.

He gave Viyala a hug. Damn alcohol. Some tears pushed from behind his eyes, but luckily he faced the door. “Thank you.”

Viyala let out a laugh, hugging him back. They both turned to the threshold and went through, Neera still leaning over to stretch. Wincing, Neera looked up at Viyala. “You could stick around with us for a while if you’d like. It’s always nice to not be the only girl around.” She tried to laugh. Hayde hadn’t even realized she felt that way.

Viyala moved to the bedside, gently laying her hand on Neera’s shoulder. “I’ll be around the next day or so. If you’re riding out with us in the morning, I will be there.”

Neera looked back to Hayde again, and he couldn’t help but feel. It felt gross. He swallowed as he curled his lip, crossing his arms and sniffling. The juniper taste rose more than he would have liked. So he continued to breathe through his nose. Not tonight. Not tonight, alcohol.

“Thank you,” Neera said.

Hayde nodded, reaching over for a glass of already poured water from earlier that morning. Not worse than the blighted stuff. He took a pull.

Viyala turned and began walking out of the room. “Sleep well,” she said. The door closed behind her, gently once more.

Neera leaned back over the bed, slowly turning to lie down. The floor shone in the candlelight. “We should go with them. They may need us.”

Hayde nodded slowly, his eyes wide. “I agree. But not for the same reasons.”

“What do you mean?”

She has to know. “I’m working for Galigus,” Hayde said, pausing for a reaction.

Wow, I let that right out then. Galigus virtually raised both twins after their mother kicked them off the Isles. Right up until the pair fled south to Alfaney to join the Omen Riders and protect the Forgotten Gods.

Neera lay still in the bed, blinking as she held back disappointment. Surely she feels disappointment.

“What does he want?”

“He wants the Bloünine, like the old knight seems to,” Hayde lied. Why?

“What else?” Neera asked, her voice stern. Only she could be in a position of weakness and make him feel so dumb.

“He wants some gem,” Hayde said. “He didn’t even trust his sons with the objective. But everything he suspected was true. I looked over Scillia’s body for the necklace that he said she’d be wearing, and it wasn’t there.”

“Just like the rest of them,” Neera said. The room wasn’t cold, but chills still shot up Hayde’s spine. It was almost sobering. Almost.

“He’s different,” Hayde said. “I haven’t told you only because I didn’t want you feeling pressured leading up to the wedding.”

“It doesn’t matter.” She closed her eyes. “We’re going with them now.”

“The old knight,” Hayde continued, “I think he took Scillia’s gem. And we need to find it and see if it leads to others. It can help turn the tide of the war to come—Galigus says.”

Neera’s eyes remained closed as she took in a deep breath, letting it out through her nose, careful not to breathe too hard. “War to come?”

“After what happened at the wedding, Galigus isn’t going to be idle any longer.” Galigus must have known his sons were tied to the attackers at the wedding. Veris at least. Maybe Roven as well.

Neera held her silence, doing her best to turn over in her bed.

Hayde sighed, starting toward the washroom where the water still steamed in the tub. He stumbled into the wooden frame with a loud clack. A window opened into a back alley. A cool breeze rose over him as he walked toward it.

Not today, alcohol. Not today. He smiled, closing his eyes. The conversation had really sobered him up. His stomach turned. He threw his arms up on the sill and forced half his body out the window, throwing up into the alley.

Fuck.
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“Sleep well.”

Oh, how drunk that man was, Viyala thought. As she exited Neera’s room, she bumped into somebody.

Erevayn. He had a cloth wrapped around his shoulders, his chest was bare and he wore a clean pair of trousers. “Oh! I am so sorry. I figured you’d kept drinking.” He did not smell of it. There was something incredibly endearing about his radiating warmth.

“I needed to clean up. I thought I wasn’t going to see you the rest of the night. Finished up?”

“Yes,” Viyala said, smiling.

“Well,” Erevayn said, his dimples showing. “Have a good night then.” He walked up to his door near the staircase and Viyala started down the hall.

She glanced back to see him obviously delaying his entry. As Viyala made it to her door, she turned again in his direction, tilting her head downward to stare through a veil of hair now falling over her eye.

She went into her room and closed the door behind her, then threw her back up against it, letting out a gasp of air. The blaring crimson of a fireplace colored her face as she caught her breath.


Chapter 12
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“When Silderuun fell, it was not known to whom his Tear was granted. He had many trusted confidants before The Reckoning. Four who were with him all say they delivered the blow that killed him; not wanting such a great man to suffer the madness brought on by the Red Blight.” Record of the Tears of the Fallen

Footsteps echoed through the hall.

Steyvin ignored the door and threw back his ninth violet ale. He then leaned his head back, his eyes rolling, drifting toward his brother. The door slammed open, wood and iron crashing on stone.

Their father stormed in, snatching the drink from Steyvin and slamming it down on the table. He placed his hands on his hips and looked around the room. “I was just told you got back dial-turns ago. I see you’ve indulged while I’ve been busy.”

His eyes nearly bulged out of his head, his breathing heavy. The old bastard was still in excellent shape, so Steyvin deduced he was angry more than anything else.

“Consular Shrinale,” Steyvin said, bowing his head. “We have ever so been waiting for…” He got lost in his train of thought, shit.

“I imagine you think it’s funny to go against my will?”

And Steyvin did, more than a little, think it was funny.

The breeze coming in through the outside was cooling enough. His father had his long silver hair tied in a braid that fell to his mid-back. He wore black trousers and an open white blouse as if he had, moments before, doffed the robes he wore amongst his court. His gray skin had an orange sheen lent by the flames of the crackling fire.

Shrinale looked at Ilatu. “And you, enabling your older brother to partake in such madness?”

Ilatu shrugged, pouring more of the violet from his ewer. Steyvin leaned over to do the same.

“We were told you were indisposed,” Ilatu said. “And we didn’t go about spouting our business to the whole estate.” He brought his drink up and smirked. “We thought it best to lock ourselves in here. The fire’s warm and no one bothers us.”

Shrinale squeezed the bridge of his nose, then pulled a chair out behind him, plopping down on it. He took in a deep breath and released it, looking toward the door. He shot up, closing it from where it had nearly stuck in the stone wall. The image of Silderuun was plastered behind it, his likeness holding his famous spear. Purely stoic. No matter how often Steyvin had been in the private library, he had never quite noticed the painting the way he was noticing it now.

“Did you even find it?” Shrinale asked, falling back into his seat. He had that look on his face as if he already knew the answer.

Steyvin’s smile turned into a frown, his eyes softening. In all honesty, he had felt a bit embarrassed. He shook his head.

Shrinale replaced his frown with the inklings of a smile. “I told you two idiots. Those were only rumors. Dullo really convinced you then?”

“Silderuun’s Tear was supposed to be there,” Steyvin said, trying to convince himself. The stories of the Tears tore through the start of the Age like the Sundering of the Great Sea. The powers of each gem were only known to the Artisan who passed it on, and the man or woman who received it.

Steyvin instantly sobered. He placed his mug gently on the table as the fire crackled over his shoulder. “What do you know of them, father?”

“I already told you—”

“No, no,” Steyvin interrupted. “None of what you’ve told us. You know more than you’ve let on all our lives.” Steyvin looked back to Ilatu. “My brother here—your second son need I remind you—has graduated as a Kaledar from his Rite. He fought in the coliseum and won. He faced the Hardranians in battle not three weeks ago, holding command of a rather green battalion, mind you. We deserve to know.”

Ilatu gripped his mug tight and scrunched up his shoulders. He hated praise.

Shrinale sighed and gazed into the flames. The red glimmered from his gray-skinned face, the markings still glowing white. “The truth is, sons, I’m not sure myself. But there are things I will want you to know in time. Understand that. Once I learn them. Right now, the information I act upon is limited. And therefore, you will know even less. It’s for the safety of our cause.”

Steyvin shook his head, swallowing, tasting the dregs of ale. “Alright then, father. I apologize for dragging Ilatu to the Drowned City.”

It was the proper course of action. Shrinale was suggesting Maetlynd would soon be challenged. And that they would soon have to rise up. For what, he knew not. Within the next several years, things were going to change.

“I only know one thing about Silderuun and his Tear. His Trusted, whoever that was, put him out of his misery before the Blight took him. For whatever reason, the Outer Wills can kill Artisans.”

Steyvin and Ilatu looked at each other. “So there is a correlation? Or that’s a rumor?” Ilatu said.

“It’s the truth. A friend of mine—you’ve met him actually, when you were only boys. Merin. He was Kal’duun’s Trusted.” Shrinale raised a finger and tilted his head, eyebrows rising. “You don’t repeat a fucking word of this, yes?”

The brothers both nodded. Steyvin had vague memories of the Kul, Merin, coming around often before he went to Kaledar schooling at age seven. He had been around right after their first Drowning. Steyvin remembered the time around that traumatic event with clarity. Slider performed that Rite to induce suffering in a controlled environment, and Merin witnessed it. Though terrible, it was a part of the reason both Steyvin and Ilatu were strong enough to complete the Kaledar schooling ahead of their years.

“Merin told me it seemed to be the link between all of the Artisans. The Blight took them all, besides Duliath. He died trying to invoke the Will of Blood in congruence with a Tear in order to give himself eternal life. But nonetheless, that too was a force of Outer Will.”

Ilatu took another pull of his ale. “And Silderuun’s Tear was never found?”

“It’s better we don’t have them,” Shrinale said. “Better they never be found. And when they are, we need to find them and hide them once more.” His eyes rose to Steyvin’s. “Which leads me to your next assignment.”

Steyvin leaned forward in his seat, Ilatu mirroring him.

Shrinale stood, grabbing Ilatu’s mug and swirling it in his hands before taking a sip. He stretched his arm, as if the muscles were awakening for the first time. But as he moved closer to the fireplace, Steyvin felt the words about to leave his father’s mouth came with some reluctance. As if they would set something in motion he could never turn away from. He knew his father; something about what he was going to ask deeply bothered him.

The moon’s glow came in through the small drifting curtains, embers cracking with the breeze. “My apologies.” Shrinale smiled. “You are to take Bryseis with you and travel across the Sundered Sea. The wedding is in the next couple of weeks, and there is likely going to be an attack.”

Bryseis was their father’s Weaver. She would have knowledge on navigation, crafting, survival—all skills a Kaledar learns. Why do we need to bring her, Father?

“You said we didn’t have to go—”

“You don’t,” Shrinale said, interrupting Ilatu. “But I need you there to scout the Duchess. The Unity is allying with the Stained. But this isn’t the Unity you’ll be representing. I need you to examine the gemstone about Scillia’s neck. We have reason to believe it is one of the Tears of the Fallen.”

“Aye,” Steyvin said. He felt it now, the weight of it. It bore down on him, a burden he needed to carry. Heavy, but it needed shoulders to fall on. He looked to Ilatu, wondering if he felt the same.

“Steyvin.” Shrinale locked eyes with him. “This is important. This can change Maetlynd. For far better than anyone may truly desire.” Their father’s face grew solemn. It was as if they all shared one mind. “And know, my sons, you already have within you what is needed for Maetlynd’s safety.”

Steyvin couldn’t help but think of his mother. If only she had been alive to see the connection her boys shared now. The damned blighted water had taken her too soon.

He looked to Ilatu and nodded. The fire blew an ash to the side of Steyvin’s face, warming it.

“As I said, you will take Bryseis. And she will aid you with whatever a Weaver can. I will find another. You three are all I trust in this. Tell no one what it is you’ve set out to do. This Tear was rumored to have washed ashore a couple of months ago, before the wedding was even announced. Kythos doesn’t believe it to be a Tear. No one does, besides perhaps some of the Hardranians rumored to be preparing an attack. But I believe they mean to make a statement against the marriage as a whole, and I suspect they’ll let Scillia’s necklace go by the wayside.”

The brothers sat straighter now as their father squeezed their shoulders tight. “You can trust us.”

“I know, Steyvin.” Their father stood up. “You leave tomorrow. Captain Lyndel will be taking you. He mustn’t know.” He turned and walked out the door.

Steyvin’s eyes were drawn once again to Silderuun’s painting. His dark eyes and dark hair sat over his purple-gray skin. The Sunken Crown lay upon his head, the symbol of the crossing of the ocean. The God King of the Silderai sat upon his throne, bearing his weight upon his spear. The symbols on his face glowed in the firelight as the Artisan’s eyes peered through the spaces between the points of the weapon.
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Shrinale moved through the darkened hallways of the keep.

The sounds of waves splashing on the Blackshores faded as he dove further and further into the secret tunnels. Tunnels perhaps one day his sons would both know. He took a key from his pocket, pulling at a lock in the torchlight.

The shadows of the room slunk from the light of his torch. A pocket of darkness lay deep within, a chain rattling as he entered.

“My darling.” He sighed, shaking his head. “I don’t know if we can save you. But your sons are about to rise to their calling. After all these years.”

In the darkness, a crimson glow glistened. Scars shone upon his wife’s face as tattered skin and cloth came into the torchlight. Her eyes looked as they had in death, all those years ago. She growled solemnly. The same solemnity Shrinale had felt since the day she turned. The same solemnity that drove him mad, almost madder than she.


Chapter 13
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“After the Third Dawn, and the Breeding of the Sacred Woods, Artisans were no longer permitted to procreate. It was the start of creation; enough bloodlines to stretch on through time and eternity. For their Exile need not be forced on others. For one day it was said their goal was to earn back their place in Mercy.” Record on the Tears of the Fallen

Erevayn’s eyes shot open.

The air around him was dark at first. He was unable to move his arms or legs. The pressure on his skull mounted and fire raged within.

Weak, he felt so weak.

He labored to lift his neck. Moonlight through a stained-glass window filtered light into the darkness. An image of a man? No, Aranor. The Martyr himself. The God of Dawn and Champion of all Inner Will. There were cracks through the glass, one gaping over where the Artisan’s heart would be. A tear streamed down his face—a glimmering scarlet streak fighting the white light of the moon.

As Erevayn noticed the crack, his own chest began to ache. Looking down, there was a glow; one he hadn’t seen before.

Or have I?

The Runestone itself shimmered, a dark obsidian cloud surrounded by a crimson radiance. It beat in the center of his torso. The rest of him was bare too, besides a small cloth wrapping his waist. The power he felt from the gem pounded through his body. It felt as if all of his energy was within the stone, and more.

A chill shivered up to the base of his neck, the wind beginning to seep through the crack in the window. The weight of his head continued to fight against his will. Hopeless. The same feeling he had only dial-turns before as he held the dead Scillia in his arms. Her face flashed before his eyes. Blood poured from her throat, and she spoke to him. The words. He only gathered a few as he began to wake. One. Return. Golden Eyes.

False.

That one word registered above the others. False. It echoed throughout his mind.

Her face dissolved, but it was her voice, or a mix of voices similar to hers.

Footsteps clacked on the marble floors. From the shadows of the slate walls in front of him a woman appeared. He could only see her silhouette.

Tall, beautiful.

Viyala. The ache in his chest began to dissipate as his heartbeat hastened.

“Viyala!” he called out. She didn’t flinch. She couldn’t hear him. Her eyes came into view now. Bandages covered them. Blood soaked through where her eyes would be. The gore was dripping onto her bare chest which was marbled with scars. Bruises mottled her thighs and blood covered her body. This contrasted with her finely done hair, which blew in the cold breeze. The smell of burnt flesh followed a rising smoke from where the moonlight entered. Red dust began to cake the outside of the stained glass.

His wrists chafed as he felt shackles gripping him to the table. His head collapsed back onto the wood. His neck lacked the strength to keep looking at her.

Hopeless.

The final echoes of footsteps struck his ears like a clap of thunder. Utter emptiness followed. Silence.

He harnessed the strength to look up. Then thunder and rain bore down outside. A bolt of lightning crashed, the windowpane exploding and leaking glass and red dirt into the room. Aranor’s own Tear shattered first, crashing onto the marble floor. It was a three-dimensional piece, not the stained-glass from before. It radiated now, the same color within his chest.

His mouth grew dry. “Viyala,” he whimpered.

Her bandaged eyes loomed over him, pouring blood onto his body where the brightness grew. The crimson Tear embedded itself into his chest where his heart would be. The same gem that was on Scillia’s neck the day before.

Blood poured down his torso. The room went white as a powerful gust of wind blew through the now open window, Viyala’s hair blowing with it. Her face disappeared before him. A bitter scream followed, the high pitch making him struggle against the chains on his wrists.

He couldn’t cover his ears, but warm fluid drained from them. Martyrs, the warmth. He strained his neck, screaming against the pitch of the other—then his vision blurred out entirely.


The pulsing in his head stopped as he woke up, beads of sweat oozing over his lips and into his beard. Back in his room at the Merciful Martyr. The moon peeked in through his westward-facing window, the morning near.

He lay, breathing heavily and checking the corners of his room. He let his heartbeat settle before he decided to make his way down the hall to Viyala’s room.

Knock, knock.

Portentous silence lingered.

Then—footsteps. The quiet sound of pattering bare feet burrowed under the door. The wooden latch creaked open and she stood there in her nightgown, her breasts showing through the fine cloth of her blouse. It looked as though she had just awakened herself.

The same dream?

He didn’t ask.

Viyala opened the door further, inviting him in.
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Viyala’s heart pounded as Erevayn entered the room, the scars on his body now apparent in the moonlight from her window.

The door closed gently behind him as he pulled her toward her bed, sitting on the end of it. She looked down to him, gripping her arms around his neck before straddling him. The hint of reluctance she felt because of her cousin dissipated with his smile.

He winced as she touched his shoulder, but she still brought her lips to his Mark, feeling its warmth.

Such a strange dream.

-
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Alevist nearly fell out of his chair, his feet sliding off the table.

Another nightmare, another vision of her—right in front of me.

A door creaked open in the hallway. He stood up, his boots still on his feet and his tunic mottled with sweat. The fireplace still crackled—he must have shut his eyes. Merin would be along soon.

He moved over to his door, thinking his friend was already coming back. He quietly opened it, peeking out to see Erevayn moving into the room down the hall.

The apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree, it would seem. Artorious would be proud.
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Merin finished leaving a note and some full icons with the barkeep.

Then, Dullo would find the woman Merin would send down. And he would get her out of the city.

One day, when Erevayn was ready, he would see what he had been set to become all along. Then none of the Runestones would matter. Not with the way the crimson-marked used their sacred stones.

The barkeep said it was this door up here. He knocked.

Merin flexed his fingers, gripping tightly at his palm. The pain from the previous day still radiated. The fatigue hadn’t settled in. It scarcely had of late.

The door creaked open. “Ah, finally arrived.” Alevist left the door ajar and turned back to sit near the fireplace. The warm fire struck Merin’s face as he stepped in.

The latch clicked shut. “I thought you were gone. Sailed off to Mercy,” he said. Alevist hadn’t aged a day. That was expected, considering what Merin had done when he pulled Alevist from the tree. But still, Alevist looked worn. His beard was trimmed at least, and his darkened hair seemed cleaner and shorter than when last they had seen each other. He had a new scar riding up behind his ear, poorly healed. Merin knew he could still see through that paler eye, but something about it unsettled him. Perhaps that was why Alevist had healed himself so poorly.

Alevist turned his head to the fire, grabbing his mug from the table and taking a sip. “Very funny,” he replied. “But no, I couldn’t manage to ever sail off into the sunset.” He put his mug down on the table, curling over his drink. “How did you do it?”

“Do what?” Merin moved further into the room, pulling up another chair. Fortunately, there seemed to be accommodations for shorter folk in every room.

“You know what.”

“You weren’t dead,” Merin said, standing back up and moving to prod the fire. “As I told you when you first awoke.”

Alevist huffed, a bit angry, a bit serious. “I was dead.”

“And how would you know what dead feels like?”

His friend’s unmoving body after Merin had returned from the Dawn Tree rose in his mind’s eye. The cracked spear in Alevist’s side. The rope Merin pulled from his neck; the other man’s grip between the rope and his throat was still tight. Yilera’s body lingering nearby.

The larger man leaned back in his chair, looking over to the Kul. “I saw nothing. There was nothing.”

Merin, floored, thought back to that day. He had seen him in the years since, of course, and evaded the questions. He was running out of things to say. He could never tell him the truth. Not in the state Alevist had been in since that day. Since he woke up, he hadn’t been the same. Merin almost hated himself for bringing Alevist back.

“You weren’t dead.”

Alevist sucked on his bottom lip, sticking his tongue in his cheek. Merin wanted to look away from his gaze, but doing so would indicate a lie. “So you used the Dawn… or Dusk? What was it, then?” Alevist leaned forward.

“Yes. I must have gotten to you in time,” Merin said.

“They had me around a tree, blood everywhere from that spear. When my eyes shut, the sun was out. When I awoke, it was the moon and your face. I gasped for air like I had never breathed it.” Alevist’s jaw clenched, facing back toward the fire.

Merin cleared his throat. Several embers cracked onto the wooden floor. He placed the poker down, its tip warm near his feet.

“You should’ve let me die.” Alevist’s gaze locked on the flames. The heat of the fireplace failed to touch the chill shooting through Merin.

He reached out and Alevist reluctantly handed over the cup. Merin gulped down a long sip, drawing Alevist’s attention back to him—until he snatched it back and spilled some over Merin.

Alevist glared at him, curling the side of his lip.

“Where did you go after our dead end in Kaneretta?” Merin asked, wiping foam from his mouth.

“I went west, on my own.” Alevist put the mug down, then stood as he exhaled. “Took me a while, but that’s where I ended up finding Tahplen and Divuhl.” He moved back around the table to the ewer. “I couldn’t bring myself to be around Rhenya and the kids. Besides, you didn’t scribe me shit about them. I had to find out on my own that his mother ran away mad.” Alevist nodded down the hall to where Erevayn was sleeping.

Merin had in fact written out countless scribes, holding his softstone to the parchment, prepared to send it. But he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t let Erevayn or the rest of Artorious’ family see Alevist in that state.

It bit at Merin’s heart, the shame the man must have felt. Merin felt it too, for he had let them all down. That was why seeing Alevist had hurt so much. It was a reminder of something he could’ve changed. But no more. He could give them their purpose back. He wasn’t so sure about Alevist, for it seemed no amount of responsibility could bring his friend back.

“I was expecting to see you at some point.” Merin lowered his eyes. “A part of me is grateful you never visited. Not in the state you were in. But it seems that’s changed?”

They might be able to find Rhenya, so the two could talk about Artorious and how much they both missed him. Even though she had gone mad, perhaps even the sight of Alevist would warm her—a stable reminder of the man they both loved. Merin knew why she had gone “mad.” But that was another secret he needed to keep, piling on top of the many. Better for Alevist not to know.

Alevist took a long pull, sitting back down. “Mhm,” he muffled through the foam. “You know why I’m here now. And you know I can’t do it alone. Martyrs forbid the corpse of that dragon is still up there. But who knows what else is. And if I were to go alone, the Tear could end up in the wrong hands.”

Always so matter of fact.

Merin swallowed, his throat now dry. “I see. So Scillia’s necklace?”

Alevist nodded, his gaze stuck on the flames. “Yes—and no.” He appeared far more tired than he had all those years ago. Even though he had been, indeed, brought back from the claws of death. “Scillia’s necklace was a decoy. One I found a while back.”

Merin felt the heat rising behind his eyes. “People died for that!”

Alevist laid a hand on the cloak at his side. “Calm down, would you?”

Merin almost moved to stand, but as he saw the cloak, his anger diminished. “Same old cloak, eh?” It had been wrapped around Alevist’s son, the day it had all happened. The patching barely changed from what it had been all those years ago. The blood stains were nearly washed out.

Alevist cracked a soft, sad smile. “It’s served me well.”

He fiddled with it, then folded it over to reach underneath. He pulled out a different stone. A Tear. The gemstone hung at the end of a golden chain, similar to the one Scillia had worn earlier.

“They were going to die anyway. Perhaps not the Duchess. But with those Hardranians there, anything could have happened.”

“You are truly changed,” Merin said, shaking his head.

“I needed to draw him out. It has revealed their cause besides. You see that, don’t you? They want the Tears.”

“Whoever they are then?” Merin asked, mockingly.

“The Bloünine. And I still think Salasmir might be directing them, but I have no way of proving that.”

“That’s the real Tear?”

“Aye.” The gemstone swung ever so slightly, its weight pulling it to the floor. “Found this one on the northern shore not many weeks ago. Looks real enough. I figure maybe it’s the one I lodged in the mountains, in Khal’s lair.”

Merin shook his head. They needed to go into the mountains and ensure the Tear in Khal’s lair was still in place. If it wasn’t, it might spell the doom of Maetlynd far sooner than he was expecting, for Merin did indeed suspect the Merciani weren’t done.

Alevist fixed his sight on the gem, as if staring upon some memory. “Whatever that pulse was that stopped the spread of the Blight, it stopped Weaver creations, it stopped everything. But it forced the Merciani back to their shores and killed the Vile, turning them all to that crimson stone. Isn’t the whole purpose of what you’re doing with the crimson-marked to prevent the Merciani from ever coming here again?” Alevist turned to the Kul.

Merin sighed, knowing full well Alevist was right. But it felt like he was using Merin’s mission against him. “It’s more than getting the Redmarked already here on our side. It’s giving them shelter and community.” There was more he wanted to tell Alevist. But he wasn’t in a place to hear it. He couldn’t tell this broken man his true plans. The right people knew what to say, and when to say it. Their plans would fall into place in time. And Merin still had his role to play. To build.

Alevist shook his head, taking another pull of the ale, half-draining it this time. He paced slowly, holding the gem away from his hand. His arms looked stronger, his chest too. The scars where the rope had been tight about his neck had healed a great deal, a sign of Merin’s job well done. “And isn’t that the whole purpose of what you and Dullo are doing? So we don’t have to suffer those savages again?”

“They aren’t all savages, Alevist. You’ll see. We’ll meet them when we take the mountain pass. Besides, it is more me than Dullo. That man just wants to help, genuinely. His heart bleeds to see them treated the way they are, and you know why.” Nerves settled as Merin spoke. He too sat back, taking a long pull. Something in his old friend’s voice sounded so different. The utter contempt.

Alevist gripped the gem tightly now, shortening the chain in the base of his palm. “Alright then. We shall see what great community you’ve built.”

“You never liked my idea.”

“You exploited people from a foreign land. I imagine that hasn’t stopped?”

“They came over here with nothing. Dullo and I have given them purpose and yes, community. And they have the ability to harness something no other species has been able to,” Merin said, thinking of the crimson veins riven by his brother’s strikes. “Ewilen is one of them now. Lest you forget his abilities as a Cleaver.”

People of Maetlynd now also suffered what others called being Vileborn. It wasn’t just the Merciani anymore. Merin remembered the day he had almost lost Ewilen. The pain. The fighting. All of it. Of course Merin wanted to do what he could to give them a place in the new Unity.

Alevist’s eyes moved to the blade he’d handcrafted with Ewilen. “We need to return the Tear. If this is truly it, then we could use the help of your Vileborn friends.” He held the gemstone closer to his face now as a cold, gentle breeze blew in from the window. “I can hardly read the symbol, and Aranor’s Tear rested in a crimson stone base. This one doesn’t. But perhaps the years and hands it’s crossed haven’t been so kind. We still need to make sure. And if it isn’t Ossilith’s, then we need to find out where it belongs.”

“You’re not going to use this as bait to draw out Harglon, are you? It’s one thing to plant a false Runestone in the shape of a Tear. It’s another to use what you suspect to be a real one.”

Alevist’s eyes snapped to Merin. “If I could, I would.” Then he shook his head. “But no, this takes precedence over any information I gather on that bastard.”

“The boy—you’ll need to take him through an Enduring.” An Omunine ritual would remove Erevayn’s Exile Mark, or an Omen Mark of any kind. But those who bore that of the Exile usually had to Endure more to overcome the Will of those magicks.

“I heard why he got marked. I’m disappointed in you again, my friend. Why haven’t you removed it?”

Merin dipped his head. The flames crackled, but were beginning to dim. Merin still held himself accountable for what had occurred with Erevayn, but after what happened to his wife… If Erevayn was to one day take up the mantle Merin had set out for him, then he would need that suffering. He would need to know what life was without power. Merin could have taken Erevayn through the Enduring, but it would have defeated the purpose. Erevayn needed to feel he had earned it back. It was the only way.

Alevist must have noticed Merin’s look. “It’s best he’s away from that Order, anyway.” Merin snapped out of his daze. “Fewer eyes. Perhaps the story you’ve sold to the Vileborn is more likely to come to fruition now that he isn’t held down by Kaledar guidelines.”

“You came up with them.” Merin slowly turned his frown into a smile.

“Yes, and they’re terrible rules.” Alevist laughed, still playing with the gem between his fingers. “If we rid him of his Mark, he’ll have begun to master at least one other Rune Form as well, putting him ahead of most Kaledar.”

“Aye. I wish I’d done it myself. But I did what I thought was best. The Redmarked aren’t even close to ready. But there’s a chance if we set it up correctly, we can really get—”

Alevist scoffed, interrupting the Kul. “I didn’t say I was helping your cause. I only want Artorious’ son to feel his purpose again. I don’t want him damned to the life I’ve had. I lived a good ninety years before having to deal with what he had in less than half of that. He has too much life ahead of him to live the rest of it harboring the anger I do.”

Merin nodded. “The Redmarked,” he said, referring to what Alevist called the Vileborn, “when they see him,” and you, “they’re going to get an inkling that change is coming. They want to go to Mercy.”

“They’re going to be disappointed. But perhaps it will get us some extra aid. I have been hearing rumors of what’s going on in the mountains. And not because of the Vileborn. There are bigger things at work here. It’s on Anvia too. I cannot be everywhere at once, but there’s a good chance this is only the beginning. So we must make haste.”

“Aye, the morning then. I want to get a few dial-turns of sleep.” Merin prodded the fire once more for his friend. The flames grew as he tossed on another log. Embers burst into the room, forcing Merin to put his arm up over his face. “I’m going to go take care of Erevayn’s arm too.”

“Don’t bother,” Alevist said, smiling. “He’s getting it taken care of.”

Merin’s jaw dropped. “I told that son of a bitch—”

“Where did you put yours?” A drastic change of topic, but Merin knew what he was speaking of as soon as he asked. Kal’duun’s Tear.

He stopped in his tracks. “Put my what?”

“The Tear. You helped me place Aranor’s in the Dawn Tree, but you never told me where you placed yours. In stone, right? You gave it to the earth? Somewhere in the mountains, I presume. Or Anvia?”

Merin smiled to hide his frustration. “Aye, Alevist. I gave it to the earth.”

“Then where?”

“If I tell you, that defeats the purpose of Kal’s confidence, does it not?”

“You’re saying I betrayed Aranor’s?”

“No. Aranor liked me more than you, I think. You’re one of his true kin, so he was obligated to make you his Trusted. Kal’duun didn’t like anyone who wasn’t his kin.” Merin’s smile turned genuine. “It’s perhaps a compliment I have never given you the location.”

Alevist nodded and looked down into his hands.

Merin turned back to the door and began to walk out.

“If it’s starting again, we’ll have to ensure they are all safe. All the ones we know about, at least.”

Merin opened the door and turned back.

Alevist sat, silent.

“Of course.” Merin stepped out into the hallway, gently closing the door behind him as he moved to his room. Alevist’s genuine care for the Tears meant there was at least a portion of the paragon Merin once knew within him. Was it real?

One day perhaps, he could tell him. But Alevist had all but given up on truly living after they failed in Kaneretta. It seemed Maetlynd held nothing for him anymore. That’s why Merin hadn’t told him about Erevayn. So why should he have to disclose where he’d truly put Kal’duun’s Tear?


Chapter 14
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“House Harthear had survived through time as most houses do–by being relentless.” The Houses of Maetlynd

I can’t believe I let her down.

She believed in me. And I left her fate in the hands of the insolent.

“Sire, I plead with you. We must mobilize a force at once.” Kythos couldn’t stop shaking. The evening sun set its beauty about his courtyard, yet the space that had been so lively only days earlier felt dark and grim. Once the day was over, would the next one even come?

The King looked up toward Salasmir. “I do not think we can act so hastily. Galigus didn’t want war; that was the whole purpose of the match.”

Kythos’ face twisted with anger, then he took a step toward the King. “He had to know. He had to know his son would do such a thing.” His voice cracked and tears fell into the silence of the empty courtyard.

A few of the Stalwart guards posted at the threshold of the courtyard turned their heads. They began to approach, moving slowly with their hands upon their hilts.

King Telvath held his hand up, facing them. “That won’t be necessary,” he said. “Our Consular has had a brutal day. One I would not wish upon anybody, let alone a dear friend.” He placed his hand on Kythos’ shoulder. “I believe it best, when it comes to the politics of today, that we take some time to ponder before acting out of our understandably heated emotions. I bear the blame for this catastrophe more than you would believe.”

“And where were you?” Kythos asked, mumbling. He stepped back. “We all should have perished—far before her.”

The King’s brows furrowed, reflecting the dense shame Kythos wanted him to feel. No, needed him to feel. Kythos was left with one less daughter, his youngest. His two sons; nowhere to be found for their sister’s wedding; his other daughter married off to a Kaledar in Elthrin. Thelmund? Sure. He counted as family. But no one he needed was with him. He was alone—his wife, under the madness of the Blight, had killed herself ten years before.

Kythos relished the King’s momentary anguish, his guilt.

The brimstone floor glared under the setting sun’s light, reflecting in the gold of Salasmir’s eyes. They too glimmered with a tempered moisture.

Kythos’ shoulders rose. “Sire, pardon my anger. It is misplaced.”

“Telvath and I wish we could have been there. I can speak for myself and your King, we both would have done anything to protect her.” Salasmir took a deep breath. “We had been delayed already, after losing our Weaver off the Witesands. We needed to prioritize getting the King out of the city.”

Something about the mention of the Witesands burrowed into the King, something Kythos had enjoyed seeing. The rumors of the King’s infidelity were well known among the Consulars. So far from his wife for so long, it only made sense that the King took a concubine.

“We will delay, Kythos. We won’t leave until we lay your daughter to rest in the morning. But we cannot stay beyond that,” Telvath said. “Stalhom expects us before autumn truly begins, and I am afraid we will already be behind. We’ll send word to him, so he understands the situation. As we will to your son, so he can stand in your stead at the Runestone table.”

Kythos nodded, blankly.

“Galrawn will stay with you,” Telvath said.

Salasmir’s eyes widened and shot to the King. “Sire, I don’t believe—”

“It will be fine, Salasmir. Galrawn has a capable young commander who can stand in his place. Besides, we have the Golden Blade with us,” Telvath said, referring to Salasmir. “No man with, or without Runestone, has your ability with a sword.”

Salasmir stepped back, bowing his head to his King.

“I am grateful. Perhaps he can help organize my city guard and make preparations in case Galigus decides to move south.” Kythos vacantly stared at his hands. “If war is to come, I will need aid.”

“We will have Talanis prepared. If the Stained want war, we’ll not falter in giving it to them.” Telvath closed the space between them to throw his arms over his friend’s shoulders.

Kythos responded by mirroring the King. His eyes scanned the rest of the courtyard, taking in that silence as the water from his great fountains flowed. “What of the Forgotten to the south? What if they decide to send the Omen Riders to attack us?”

Telvath smiled confidently. “You need not worry about them. They don’t even truly stand with the Stained, at least the rumors say.”

“The rumors also say Galigus has been training a force behind the walls of Edelvin. One that puts all our armies to shame.”

Telvath’s chin jerked up.

Good, Kythos thought, letting Telvath feel the weight of his decision to neglect the settlements and villages in Ver’Skye and the Amrinil lands of Amrine for so many years.

“You needn’t worry about any of it. The Unity will meet and we will get this all handled. Galigus can’t march anyone down while he’s engaged near the Wall against Hardranians.”

“Some of my Kaledar at the front reported that the attacks were waning.” Did the King think his Ver’Skyi Consular a fool?

“Aye, Kythos. But they are still deadlocked.”

“What of Roven?” Salasmir asked, his softened eyes narrowing toward Kythos.

“I have had my men send a messenger up north with Roven as a token of faith,” Kythos replied. “So perhaps they will not see the death of Veris as a slight. A part of me hopes that they see it as a favor. I still believe his father could have had a part in this, but who knows with the waning of the Unity? Our true enemies might be hiding beneath the ground, for all we know.” He had let the last bit slip, but the King seemed not to notice. Or tired?

Salasmir nodded. “Very well, then.” He glanced between Kythos and the King. “We must be making our way.”

“Salasmir.” Kythos reached for the King’s outside shoulder, then Salasmir’s. “I thank you for being here today. Without the two of you, I would not be able to be sane in such dark times.” His eyes began to water once more.

Salasmir nodded and guided his King outside the threshold of the courtyard. A few of the Stalwart stayed behind to guard the city estate and ensure Kythos’ safety. Kythos turned back inside, shutting the wooden doors behind him.

The interior of the manor was much quieter now. Thelmund had been waiting there for him to enter, his hands locked together. Kythos swallowed at the dryness in his throat. “Take me to him.”

Thelmund’s hood-covered head bowed, his long nails twisting into the sleeves of his robes. “You really should trim those,” Kythos said. Thelmund acknowledged with a quick nod. He guided the Consular down a long stone hallway until they came to a threshold lit by oil lanterns. Thelmund grabbed one of them and beckoned his master to follow him down a spiral stone staircase.

As they moved down through darkened corridors, screams reached their ears. Cutting, smashing, slashing. The hatred coursed off the stone walls. A brighter room lay before them moments later, more lanterns all around. The sounds now began to subside. The deep breathing of a struggling man replaced them.

The air, Kythos thought. It fills my lungs and pulls me to the ground. To the lower sections of the city where the plebeians dwell. I am not one of them. I will never be one of them.

Kythos entered the room. A man knelt in front of him, both wrists chained to the ceiling, his back covered in slashes filled with blood. He was naked, fetters around his ankles. A mask-covered brute poured the contents of a waterskin into the prisoner’s mouth. Kythos watched as the water trickled down the front of the man’s body, blending itself with darkened blood.

“My friend Roven,” Kythos said. “Are you going to tell me everything now? Or are you going to withhold as you did before the wedding?”

Silence fell over the room. Roven had one eye swollen shut. He mumbled a few words. Kythos’ gaze met the brute’s and he nodded. The larger man reached down to grab Roven’s unkempt hair and effortlessly shifted his head to look up at Kythos.

“I—I tried—I tried to stop hi—”

The brute laid a fist deep into the center of Roven’s back. A loud crack echoed in the dungeon. Roven thrashed in pain.

Kythos fancied himself a bit of an empath, feeling the agony Roven suffered. No… Roven felt the pain Kythos was feeling.

“Your guard all perished in the carnage you brought to our doorstep. Looking around will not summon them before you.” Kythos smiled.

Footsteps and the creaking of a man in armor rushed down the staircase. The brute turned around, the mask over his mouth smeared in blood and painted with sharp wolf teeth.

Galrawn burst in. “I believe I have missed a good bit of the questioning,” the Stalwart said.

Kythos smiled, turning back to the battered prisoner.


Blood began to coagulate on the walls.

As it seeped off Roven’s back and pooled onto the floor, the white of some of his ribs peeked out of the torn flesh. His chest was barely moving, holding onto whatever air it could take in.

“I—I didn’t…” His voice was even weaker than he appeared.

Galrawn walked around, chin tucked and his sleeves rolled up. His armor had been doffed, Roven’s blood now staining his pearl tunic. The brute waited in the corner as both Kythos and Galrawn circled the prisoner.

Kythos placed his hand upon the back of Roven’s head, snapping it up until their eyes met. Chains crashed together. “You have helped us only slightly. Let us go over that again, Captain Galrawn, shall we?” He threw Roven’s head down, the chains clinking once more. “Your brother’s goal was to send a message? He wanted to kill those who supported peace between our people and the Stained. And in doing this, he somehow wouldn’t be ousted by his own men?”

Tears fell from Roven’s eyes. Looking at him, it was hard to believe he had the energy to even produce them. His sharp Aranari features overcame his firm Hardranian ones. Something about his sadness gave relief to Kythos.

“He didn’t—” He struggled to speak. “He didn’t… want Scillia to get hurt.”

“So you would have me believe the Bloünine who killed my daughter wasn’t working with these same men?” Kythos tilted his chin up.

Roven cleared his throat. His eyes squeezed tight, pushing the dried blood from his forehead and making way for a fresh trickle. He nodded, using what energy he had left before letting his head fall, his chin tucking into his chest.

None of this explained the moving shadows about the venue. How could the Bloünine have known the Hardranians were going to aimlessly take the opening shot? The shot that struck Veris at first.

“This doesn’t make any sense, Roven. I need it to make sense.” Kythos spoke calmly, masking his anger. The heat in his blood warmed at the thought of ending Roven. To end the Stained. But there was still more to learn.

“You saw… you saw how Veris reacted. He—” Roven struggled to bring moisture to his lips. “He loved her.”

Kythos stood, stepping away as he swung his arms behind his back. “Why then, do you believe this Bloünine was there?”

Roven’s head shot up. It seemed he had grown invigorated by the question. “My father,” he cleared his throat once more, “my father believed your daughter held a sacred gem. Perhaps… that is why.”

Kythos turned around slowly, scanning his enemy. “How many times must I tell these fools? The necklace is nothing. Something that washed ashore a couple of months ago. A pretty old Runestone.”

Kythos looked to Galrawn, squeezing the bridge of his nose. He then shifted his gaze to the brute. “Elfin—would you happen to know why one of your kin would desire my daughter’s necklace?”

The man’s eyes shifted around the room, taking a deep breath in and out. “Likely he believed it a Tear, Lord.”

Kythos nodded. “Fucking idiots.” Who would really believe such a gem could have been a Tear of one of the Martyrs? When Kythos purchased it from Dullo, he was well aware he was paying for the idea that it could be such a stone. But to actually be one? For his daughter to be murdered over it?

He wanted the necklace back. He wanted to have a piece of his daughter by his side again. To treat it as if it were one of the Sacred Tears of the Fallen. Perhaps even draw his enemies to his doorstep with their belief that it was. It wasn’t though. It couldn’t be. He wouldn’t entertain the thought.

Kythos smiled at Galrawn. “Alright, Roven.”

Galrawn smirked, walking over to the corner of the room. He came back with a ewer of water as he nodded to the brute. The brute stepped in, pulling the prisoner’s head up to look at Kythos. Thelmund watched eagerly from the corner.

Kythos threw his hand up and Galrawn froze, drink in hand. “Your father is seeking these Tears as well?”

Roven eyes wandered, confusion filling his face. Unable to shake himself free of the brute’s hand, he said, “If it is truly a Tear, then I am certain my father… would want it.”

“How am I to believe you weren’t working with that blood knight?” Kythos’ voice was measured.

Roven cleared his throat again, shaking his head.

“So you were working for your father?”

Roven’s furrowed brow showed a hint of regret—perhaps for storming against his own brother. “I only wanted to keep my brother safe.” He coughed, yanking his head out of the brute’s hands. The larger man recoiled, quickly grabbing the long, dark hair. “My brother wanted the Stained and the Hardranians of my mother’s tribe to be treated… fairly.”

“And he was so close to it, Roven,” Kythos said. “As were you to what you wanted.”

The brute pulled Roven’s head all the way back with one hand, opening his mouth with the other hand. Galrawn stepped in front of Kythos and began pouring water down Roven’s throat.

Kythos smiled. Seeing the man starved for water came as a relief. That longing. That pain. “You Stained have gotten away with too much for too long,” Kythos began as Galrawn pulled away.

It would soon be early morning. This couldn’t go on much longer. They would all have to prepare for his daughter’s ceremony.

“I don’t care for the fact that you weaseled your way into our caste system by ransoming our lands between us and the Hardranians. Land you lost. I don’t care for the fact that you hardly did anything but cower during the Blight, sneaking away to your corners of our now Unified Maetlynd. Surviving, instead of placing yourselves on the line.”

Roven’s eyes widened—he must have realized the water tasted odd. “No…” He began to panic, rattling the chains that bound him in. “Please, no. Why? How?”

What a delight it was, to see the panic.

He couldn’t stand. The Runemark down his left side brightened, trying to reach out for an absent stone. The symbols were beautiful—a piece of art to some. But none of it mattered now. Kythos remembered fondly the day he had given that power away. And now he would take it from this insolent fool.

“You’ll turn soon,” Kythos said, pulling down sleeves mottled with blood. “You have been a tremendous help here. And you may remain so in the future. But your soul won’t be here to witness it.”

“No!” Roven screamed. Thelmund shivered at the sound, backing further into the corner.

Roven fought like a wild animal for his soul’s survival. Kythos slowly stepped around him. It was too late. The blighted water would take hold of his mind soon. Kythos had always wanted to see a powerful man turn up close. A Runeborn, shifting into a powerless, worthless version of himself. Some survived the madness, but he hoped Roven wasn’t going to be one of them. He wanted him to become wholly vile.

He beckoned Elfin and Galrawn over. As Thelmund made a move toward him, he waved his nephew off, speaking under his breath. “We have the four of them tracked, Galrawn?”

The Captain nodded. “The barkeep has been listening in on their conversations all night, as instructed.” Galrawn paused, holding something in.

“Well spit it out then,” Kythos said. “We don’t have all morning.”

“The Kaledar, or whatever he was that killed Tharus. He was with them.”

Kythos gazed at the stone floor as the screams continued behind him. Roven’s suffering brought him a cheerful warmth.

As Kythos had awoken from his grief-stricken stupor, he did notice something familiar about that Kaledar. Perhaps his voice, or maybe his appearance. Even his blade looked familiar. But Kythos had been far too distraught to care for anything besides Scillia and the man responsible. In hindsight, he wished he had thanked the Kaledar, but why should he have? The man wasn’t able to save his daughter.

“Perhaps that explains where my daughter’s necklace has gone. You’re to follow them.” He wanted that piece of her again so badly. Kythos looked at the brute. “And you, Elfin, you swear you had no affiliation with this Bloünine?”

“I am loyal to you, Lord Kythos,” the brute said. His voice was low, the darkness he held within him spoke through the mask of the wolf. “Untao left his offered protection for the ranks of the Ordained. His reasons were his own.”

“Excellent. You and I will stay a moment longer. I would like you to watch him turn with me, considering you won’t be at my daughter’s service.” Kythos looked back to Galrawn. “Go clean yourself up. I will follow shortly and we shall honor my daughter properly.”

The Captain nodded, proud to be trusted with such a role.

“Thelmund, you too. Please go get yourself cleaned up.”

Kythos’ nephew looked to Roven, still rattling the chains and screaming in struggle. Kythos saw the disappointment on his face. Thelmund too wished to watch. His eyes veered back to Kythos and he nodded in submission.

Kythos grabbed Elfin by his shoulder, walking him before Roven. There was a dark smile on his face as he looked upon the struggling prisoner.


Chapter 15
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“The Golden Blade needed no powers. He only needed his sword.” The Siege of Kaneretta

The morning ceremony had been beautiful, though solemn.

The grief of it all. Salasmir couldn’t help but shed a tear for the distraught father. Losing a child. Though it also made him angry to think of his own child and wife. And a sense of shame for feeling that anger. For was not he partly responsible for the stillbirth? Had all Salasmir done in his past been the reason behind it?

Kythos’ eyes appeared bloodshot and red-rimmed—evidence of his lack of sleep.

But Kythos had made his choice, as had the other Consulars and the King himself. To take an Omen Mark, forsaking their Runes, was a sure way to prevent them from protecting their families. They had to know that. How easy things must have been before the Unification for them.

Salasmir could have taken a Mark to receive the use of Will. The opportunity to train it. But he had made a name for himself with the sword. During the rebellion before the Reckoning, he killed Kaledar faithful to the Blood Knights. And he hadn’t needed the touch of Omens or the use of Dawn on his blade. He was simply better than those he killed.

To take a Mark would mean forgoing his current opportunity as Hand to the High King, a position he held in high esteem. He had even been offered tutelage under the former Hand, before he was poisoned. Salasmir was happy to have learned from Vandlin while he had the chance.

The wheels churned on the gravel road leading out of the city. The marriage had seemed rushed to Salasmir, but made sense for both sides. And though the Stained force was rumored to be massive, there was never truly a number put on it. Perhaps it was all a lie, meant to help Galigus get his sons close to the Consular’s daughter and the King himself. Perhaps he only intended to stir the pot.

Salasmir wouldn’t send his children to die as Galigus had. And as Salasmir bounced about within the carriage, he wished for an heir of his own. It was a strange thing to be of noble blood and not bear powers. Perhaps that was another reason his child had been stillborn.

The solemn gazes of the less fortunate held the small court caravan as they rode by. The people’s access to filters had been challenged even more due to the recent increase of those who followed the Forgotten and the Omen Riders—those who would steal shipments of the Weaver technology that made drinking water safe.

Though the filters weren’t necessary anymore, for the Blight was all but gone. As his mind wandered to the Weavers and their inventions, he thought of Ilteria. The King’s new Weaver. If only he had spent more time with her in Ossilith, but she had been doing her duty to the King. She ensured those who were suffering in the lower castes were at least cared for by the crown.

Salasmir moved the curtains so he could see her. And there she was: riding side by side with Galrawn’s second. The two were talking and she was laughing. Salasmir smiled as he considered all those qualities that drove him wild: her beautiful violet-on-violet-hued eyes, her dark hair tied back so he could see her face, and her demeanor. The Uldonai were gifted with such sharp features, yet such fair skin. She was so young, yet appeared so wise; such was the Weaver way.

King Telvath sat across from him, looking fatigued. The horses pulling the carriage drove hard, at times throwing both the King and Salasmir about.

“I hate being in large cities, Salasmir.”

A corner of his mouth tilted into a smile. “Becoming King was a smart choice then, Sire.”

King Telvath laughed. “Yes, yes I know.” He paused, then sighed. “You know how the Aranari dwindled. I had no choice… We had no choice. But a part of me wishes I walked away, as Alevist did.”

Salasmir remembered the man fondly. Something about Alevist’s humility made him easy to admire. It was a shame what had happened to him.

“He was a good man.” Telvath turned his head to look out his side of the carriage.

Salasmir nodded. “There is so much a man feels called to do in times of great need. But something tells me the responsibility you took on carried more weight for us. The Unity would not be where it is today without you.”

“And you,” the King said, still staring out his window. “Though, especially after Scillia’s death, I feel there is something I am missing. We have made it so far—stabilizing, repopulating most areas of Maetlynd. But it feels like in other things I’m lacking. Since I became King…” Telvath shifted in his seat, the carriage shaking. “The Stained separated from us after they lost land north of the Ardent Wall to the Hardranians. The lands to the east and south of Sen Tok between Oberran and Ossilith struggle with famine, still.

“Yes, they were lucky during the Blight, but now they face even greater losses. Anvia, a whole new land to me these last thirty years, runs nearly barren in all but the north and deep south. The Uldonai fight off small raids of Omen Riders and Forgotten Gods to the south. And the Riders raid both Anvian and Taldrean filter shipments, taking food and whatever they can, killing ceaselessly as vengeance for our lack of attention. And now it’s only going to get worse.”

The King took in a deep breath, scarcely having taken one during his speech.

Kings do love their speeches.

“And then the Amrinil… they hadn’t lost a leader in over three hundred years; besides during the Blight of course, Gods rest Amin. Under my reign they lost one of the most influential Consulars of our lives.”

“My Lord—”

“Telvath, Salasmir. I’ve told you time and time again these last six years. At least when we’re alone.” Salasmir was still getting used to being around his friend again. When Salasmir became the Hand, he always felt he had to be formal, regardless of the countless times the King had told him otherwise. He struggled to return to their earlier ease. Telvath smiled, his eyes turning down as the sun shone on them, still golden, yet dimmed from the recent sorrows.

The loss of the King’s most recent concubine saddened Salasmir, for she had been a great help along the way. Though the King loved Elmira, he also had his duties to his wife, who knew about the affair—if it could have been called an affair. Salasmir’s heart was torn; his friend grieved a lost lover, while he was filled with happiness for gaining one of his own. Ilteria.

“You are too hard on yourself,” Salasmir said. “I was with you every step of the way. Life was easier when we had more Runestones. With the Blight taking the most noble lines, you’ve done everything in your power to ensure Kaledar are being trained, Runeborn or not. Now we must operate as one with the people we wish to lead, which means the rules changed.” Salasmir shifted in his seat, keeping his eyes locked on his friend’s solemn expression. “There is only so much we can do. Give it time, rebuilding a nation—Omens, Telvath—we are building a united nation. When we speak with Stalhom, I am sure he will have insight into our report from our year-long trip. Perhaps we have finally built up a strong enough force to take back our homeland. The Hardranians have held it far too long. Maybe we can get the rest of the Aranari off the Isles. I hear this is the first season they’re finally ready to stand in the coliseum.”

To face the end of the Kaledar Rite.

Telvath nodded his head. He then dropped his eyes as he swayed with the rhythm of the moving carriage. The sound of the churning wheels filled the silence in the carriage once more, droning on.


He snapped awake. How long had he been out?

The sun crested over the trees to the west. The King sat across from him, sleeping. The horses whinnied as the carriage came to a halt.

Time to set camp?

Salasmir slipped out of the carriage, doing his best not to disturb the King’s rest.

“Leith, where are we headed?”

The younger man, no older than his late twenties, looked at Salasmir. Leith sat upright on his horse, shoulders back. His crown Stalwart crest glimmered in the twilight as he pulled his horse’s reins to face the Hand of the King.

Ilteria rode next to him, peering around the heavily wooded region. It was going to be dark soon, and they all knew it. Best to set up a small camp off the road then.

“We found a way into a part of the forest that seems to have grown back its leaves,” Leith said. “I don’t remember the last time I was on this road, maybe five years or so. But this is certainly the most I’ve seen it grown since we drove to Edelvin.”

“If you have found a path, lead us in. Do your best not to rattle the carriage. The King is resting.” Salasmir turned to one of the trailing guards. “My horse?”

A younger Stalwart, ranked as a corporal, rode up. His armor had less shine than Leith’s but was still in far better shape than that of any of the city guard Salasmir had seen. Good. He allowed himself a slight swell of pride at the quality of the King’s men.

He nodded to the fellow, then mounted up on his horse. “I will ride with you.” The younger Stalwart beckoned for a torch before Salasmir could ask. “What’s your name, Corporal?”

“Kent, Lord,” the boy said, his voice deeper than Salasmir expected.

“You have been riding with us this whole year?”

“Came to you in the battle at the Witesands, Lord. Rode over from the central training grounds.”

“You seem a sharp enough lad,” Salasmir said. The boy hadn’t even been given a Runestone; at least, one wasn’t borne upon his hilt. Though he had to have one of the new Marks. All Stalwart were Runemarked, and this boy did not appear to be of any noble blood. Kent passed him a lit torch and they rode under the trees. Salasmir turned to see the rest of the caravan and the shadows flickering in their wake.


It took a quarter-dial turn to find a place of rest. The King still slept and as a group of three Stalwart—led by Kent—went into the forest to hunt. Salasmir searched for the King’s Weaver.

He dismounted, taking his old bow from his saddle. He slung the accompanying quiver over his shoulder, nodding over to Leith, who signaled back. Leith would ensure the King’s safety, or he would die. That was the Stalwart way.

Salasmir walked over to where he had last seen Ilteria, moving behind one of the trees. He looped around a gnarled oak. Flame nearly blew in his face and he took a forceful step back, shielding his eyes.

A torch flickered in front of him. Behind the torchlight, Ilteria’s curt laugh brought a blush to Salasmir. He uncovered his face slowly, hoping the red in it had dissipated.

“Did I scare you, Lord?”

He loved the way she spoke to him. Her sharp features, her beauty. The confidence with which she carried herself. When she said Lord.

Viyala didn’t know. The King didn’t know. It was their secret. But it seemed she had missed him as much as he had her in Ossilith.

She narrowed her eyes at him, beckoning as she turned from him. “Shall we?” Her velvet green cloak glowed in the torchlight as the trees took the final dip of the sun.


Moonlight glistened through the leaves in the wind.

The fresh air of Tenslyd was a welcome relief after the confines of Ossilith. He lay beside Ilteria in a patch of tall grass. He reached over the bodies of the dead rabbits to grab his trousers.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Ilteria said. Her body lay draped across her own clothing, still nude. She was beautiful; her Runemark a small dimple on the lower left side of her back. A Trueborn at that. She rolled over, covering herself with her robe.

“We should be going back now. We’ve been gone long enough.” Salasmir’s eyes wandered through the tree line. Moonlight shimmered off a nearby crimson stone. They were far enough from the camp that none of the men would have been able to hear them. “They’re going to be happy to have some fresh rabbit. It seems this Unity thing is starting to work.” He smiled over his shoulder as he tossed on his laced tunic.

“Fine.” Ilteria stood, her fair skin practically glowing in the night’s luminescence. The man bit at one of his fingers and closed the distance between them the very heartbeat she turned away from him.

She managed to put her robe over her shoulders before he grabbed her forearm, pulling her in for a kiss. “Do we really have to be going back so soon?” she murmured, through clenched teeth.

He smiled as their lips separated. “We really must.” He released her, tidying himself up to look as if it was only a hunt they went on. It had only been a dial turn or two—the yield would make it believable enough. He started working his way toward the tree line and halted to watch Ilteria finish dressing. The Runestone upon her necklace glowed as her hair shifted into its previous form, smooth as silk.

Salasmir watched in a moment of envy. A moment of weakness. He didn’t need the power. He hardly wanted it anymore. But how it would feel. They had offered him one of the Omen Marks—granted by Stalhom himself to gain powers. The powers would have felt grand, certainly, but once it was offered out of pity, Salasmir had to refuse. It was lucky that he had, for now he was Hand to the High King instead.

They hurried back to the camp. The fire crackled and an orange glow filled the night air, the smell of ash and burning deadwood reached them. The soldiers looked up as they approached. Salasmir tossed over the bodies of the dead rabbits to one of the men tending the fire. His eyes widened.

“Make a stew,” Salasmir suggested. “Has our King been resting soundly?”

“Yes, Lord,” Leith said. “He’s been resting quite well. Not a peep from inside the carriage. Ossilith must have really tired him out.”

Ilteria peeked into the carriage, the moonlight glimmering dully off the dusty window. She nodded toward Salasmir.

“Excellent,” he said. “Where are the other three?”

Leith reached up to scratch his head. “They should be back by now. They were only meant to grab some water and food. I gave them skins to carry the water, filters and all.”

Salasmir took the bow from his shoulders and slid it back into its holster on his horse’s saddle. “Alright—another dial turn and we’ll send out a couple more men to find them.”


About a dial turn had passed when the carriage door opened and Telvath emerged.

He held his belt with its scabbard attached. It appeared the King had been coddling it like a child would a stuffed animal. He does love that thing.

“Ah, I missed the damn hunt,” Telvath said.

All of the soldiers by the fire stood at attention for their King.

“At ease, gentlemen, please. You know how I feel about those sorts of things.”

“Some rabbit, sir. Freshly caught by your Hand. We’re turning it into a stew. Should be done within the turn.”

“Make sure you all eat first. I am quite hungry, so you best get your shares quickly.” The King smiled.

The soldiers relaxed as they placed themselves back near the fire, settling in. Some of the men were keeping watch, ensuring the space around the camp wasn’t disturbed by animals or bandits.

“How long has it been, Leith?”

“We can give them a bit more time, Lord. I feel the road can sometimes leave a longing for some quiet.”

“Aye,” Salasmir agreed. He looked to Telvath, who smiled.


The stew was ready to eat. But the hunting group still hadn’t returned.

“Leith, have two of your men eat quickly, then go search for them.”

The deputy commander nodded, the silver crest at the head of his necklace glimmering in the firelight. He looked to the first two men who had started eating.

The two men scarfed down their food and ran over to their horses to grab their blades. In the next few heartbeats, the brush at one end of the camp began to shake. Others lit torches or dropped bowls to scramble for their own weapons.

Salasmir’s eyes narrowed and he stood, putting his hand on the hilt of his sword. Ilteria maneuvered herself behind him and soldiers arrayed themselves around Telvath. The brush bustled loudly over the crackling fire.

The King drew his blade, always happy to show off the ornate silvered steel. Salasmir saw the Runestone-less hilt, and knew the softstone inside the inner blade’s uncracked vial had drained long ago. The bluish glow gleamed with the luscious orange of the fire.

A breeze blew leaves off the trees. I hope Viyala doesn’t have to travel in fear. She should be able to move faster on her own. She’s a quick rider. He felt Ilteria’s heat at his back and his eyes flicked to the soldiers holding their torches.

Silence held as the trees stopped their chatter, the crackling fire all that remained. Two of the Stalwart took a step forward.

Then a man broke through the tree line, breathing heavily, forcing the two Stalwart back into a defensive stance. The man’s tunic had been slightly torn. He looked mad, even. His eyes were wild, darting around the camp. Dirt, grime, and blood mottling his face and shirt.

It was Kent. Salasmir walked toward him as another Stalwart grabbed him by his shoulders, consoling him.

“What happened? Where are the others?” Salasmir asked, knowing the look of battle on a man’s face. He saw Kent’s youth now. His fear.

“They—they’re dead.” His voice trembled. His eyes were locked on another approaching Stalwart bearing a torch. He paused, breathing deeply as tears pooled in his eyes. Some parts of his tunic were bloodier than others. The sleeve on the top of his right arm was ragged. The torchlight wasn’t close enough for Salasmir to see the marks.

“What do you mean? They’re dead?”

“They—They drank the water.” He took a deep gulp. “They drank the water from the lake.”

“We gave them the filters—”

“They didn’t put them in,” Kent said, trembling still.

Salasmir stood tall, pulling the soldier’s torch from Kent’s face. Heat rose inside him. “Fools.” Dead? Outright dead? “Did you kill them?”

The soldier’s gaze met Salasmir’s now, his eyes still wide. “What? No… they… they attacked me. I had to protect myself.” He looked to his friend holding him. “You have to understand, we have been drinking water on the whole trip from the coast. It was fine the whole way, filter or not. The crimson is dim. The vines have all died out. It’s never been a problem. I’ve done it since I was a boy.”

Salasmir tilted his head to the side. “So why didn’t you join them this time?”

“There was something not right about it. I only noticed when it was too late for the others.”

Salasmir had forgotten soldiers tended to ignore sage advice. “Alright man, settle. What happened then? Exactly. Spare no detail.”

Kent swallowed hard. “I was busy filling up a couple of the jugs. I had drunk from the waterskin we had. The water did seem fresh. It was a small lake, the water flowing from the top of Mount Kul. It glowed in the moonlight. It looked fine.”

“Not that much detail, man. What happened when they drank the water?” Salasmir felt his pulse quicken. He narrowed his gaze at the man’s tunic; the blood on his arm started to crust onto the sleeve, sticking to his skin.

“They drank the water, it looked so good. One moment they were fine. The next, they were both scratching at their stomachs. To the point where they started drawing blood. They couldn’t stop. They kept scratching and scratching. Philizin grabbed his dagger and started cutting himself open. He pulled his own insides out. Before long, they both fell to the floor as I was yelling at them to stop. Then, that was it. They stopped breathing.”

“How did you get bloodied?” Salasmir asked. “The blood on your shirt looks like yours.”

Kent’s eyes watered once more in sudden fright. He looked back to Salasmir. “They uh… They woke up.” His voice trembled even more, his grief at losing his comrades toppled by whatever images were in his mind. “They attacked me. They grew mad, so quickly. Right in front of me.” His wild gaze darted back into the brush of the forest.

Salasmir held the torch now, moving around to get a better look at Kent. His eyes narrowed at the boy’s shirt. “Did they bite you?” Salasmir knew the implications of his words. Both the King and Ilteria looked to each other, then back to Salasmir.

The soldier’s eyes shot back to the King’s Hand. “They got my arm.” His face changed as if he remembered something he had meant never to forget. “They got my arm!” He grabbed the soldier in front of him. “You have to cut it off. Please. Cut it off.” He was nearly squealing.

“When did it happen? How long ago?”

“Moments, I swear! Less than a dial turn.” His voice grew scared. “You have to cut it off! Please, I have time! I know I have time.” He held out his arm and pulled back his sleeve. The severity of that bite mark shook Salasmir. It looked like the bite of a Turner or another vicious creature. The soldier fell to his knees, begging Salasmir and his friend. “Please cut it off!” He held his arm out, looking for a rock to place it on. The other Stalwart holding the torch backed away. The younger lad pulled his sleeve up higher, preparing for it to be severed.

Salasmir looked back to the King. There was a solemnity shared between them. Salasmir turned now and looked down at Kent. He knelt to meet his gaze. “Okay, lad. Close your eyes.”

And Kent did, the boy still chuffing through his clenched teeth. That would be the last sight his eyes saw.

Saliva and blood mixed, shooting out from the small gaps between his teeth. Salasmir drew a deep breath, and then his blade. He raised it over his shoulders, forcing it down through Kent’s skull, cutting cleanly through the center of the man’s head.

Stillness draped over the forest. The crackling fire wasn’t enough to drive away the horror billowing in the silence. “You have to cut the brain, you see,” Salasmir said, turning to the man who had handed him the torch moments before. He shoved it back into the Stalwart’s arms. “The Blight takes away the mind first.” He loosened his grip on his hilt before taking it again with both hands, pulling it from the depths of Kent’s skull.

The body fell limp over the rock, blood leaking out onto it. The blood squirmed as if tiny worms crawled inside of it, looking for a host. Salasmir stepped away, wiping off the blood on a bush before cleaning the dregs with his own robes.

He pointed to the blood, “Light it,” he said.

The soldier reluctantly stepped over his friend’s corpse, trying to avoid stepping in any of the mess. He reached down, burning at the open wound in the skull, and holding the fire to the blood that drizzled off the stone.

Salasmir wiped some droplets off his face with his glove. Ilteria ran over, using magicks to clean him up. More benefits from the King’s Weaver. Something they hadn’t had the luxury of in Kaneretta, or countless battles before.

In the back of his mind, Salasmir heard the screams of a thousand voices. The torch burned at the blood in front of him, leaving small, black marks inside the grains of the charred dirt.

Ill is the fate of a thousand deaths.


Chapter 16
[image: ]


“The combining of Wills led to the founding through the Weave itself. The Weavers used the very fabric attached to that of creation to harness their powers. The Well of which they drank changed the tide of all creation.” The Physical Manifestations of the Inner Wills

The ominous sound of the trumpets filled the city streets as the sun rose.

Hayde’s head was pounding. He wasn’t even sure why. Sure, he had drunk a lot, but he remembered choking it all up. The blaring horns didn’t help. But who was Hayde to feel anguish on the day of death of someone he was supposed to protect? Man’s paid for a job, he should do it right.

Wasn’t that a trip?

He was happy the morning came quickly. Although drunk, he heard Neera tossing and turning in her bed and wincing each time. Erevayn’s shoulder had apparently also been injured pretty badly, but it looked like it’d heal a bit faster than what Neera was dealing with.

Before the others awakened, Hayde’s cold sweats got him out of bed. He rinsed off in the washroom and exited to see Alevist gathering the horses. He nodded at the hooded man, who hardly seemed to care about his presence.

Rather good, considering the eye that Hayde had to keep on him. Better unassuming than otherwise. Though now the man had seen him, he’d have to come back with breakfast bread or something that couldn’t be sold at the inn.

Would the smith be open? Perhaps he could pick up some cheap materials to craft his arrows with Neera. But that wasn’t why he was awake, hardly able to find balance on the cobbles of the Star District. He needed to meet his contact. Pemdro, the man’s name was. One of Galigus’ trusted Kaledar. Next to the alley back at the Golden Cask, he would scribe back everything Hayde needed to report.

Hayde described what he knew of Roven’s last location. And that he had disappeared after the chaos of the wedding. That Captain of the Stalwart always rubbed Hayde the wrong way. The man wouldn’t remember their first meeting, but he was one of the guards who took Hayde away from his mother when he was a boy on the Isles. He was on the ship that sailed to Taldreas, the ship that led Hayde and his sister to the Omen Riders. The Omen Riders who led him to Galigus.

If Hayde were to ascend in the city, Galigus would want to know. If he was keeping a sharp eye on the man called Alevist, Galigus needed to know.

Maybe Galigus would know why that name felt so familiar. Perhaps this man was important. Important enough to take the gem worn around Scillia’s neck. Galigus did say they weren’t going to be the only ones after it.

It didn’t matter now though—she was dead. He couldn’t try to seduce her anymore, not that Hayde was particularly charming. And there was no necklace on her corpse, nor in the hands of that Ordained. The only person who could have it was Alevist. But Hayde hadn’t been close enough to see.

Hayde strolled back to the inn with a small satchel of steel arrowheads. The Aranari gave him that same stoic look; his eyes sidelong, his lips narrow. He wasn’t curious, which Hayde found strange. He simply stared, readying the horses as the others left the tavern.

It took them most of the day to arrive at the sixth level of the city. A place Hayde had never thought he would see; not from within at least. The Omen Riders typically kept their business away from the towering city. Good thing they controlled the southern and eastern borders of Taldreas—the Badlands as they called it, with the city of Alfaney as the capital. Hayde wondered how Cyril fared in Alfaney, missing that feeling of having a younger brother about.

Hayde had to admit it though, Ossilith’s sixth level was awe-inspiring. Each building was adorned with white marble pillars. The doors, all of darkened and stained wood, bore the golden symbols of each shop marked upon the center. The blackstone fascia of each roof was laid as if in perfect unison along the entire stretch of the town strip.

Alevist didn’t pause the whole way up. He would reluctantly dismount when the others tired. His horse had the sleekest of black coats and a golden flecked mane. Something about the horses in general was odd. Merin explained they were specifically trained to ride the steep slopes leading into the mountains. The Kul rode a smaller horse than the rest, and Hayde was only given one between him and his sister. Hayde liked ensuring she was close to him though, so he hardly protested.

The sights along the rise of the city were hard to take in at the pace they were going. Hayde couldn’t help but feel as if they were running from somebody.
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Erevayn kept his eyes on Viyala riding ahead of him.

Her focus was forward, though he would catch her peering back every now and again.

It had been an interesting evening—one he wouldn’t forget.

They had spoken afterward of course. Her mention of a dream startled him. How could she have felt the same pain? Or had she?

She had forgotten exactly what passed in her dream. All she knew was that he was in it, and then she awoke to his knock. Erevayn looked to Alevist. He rode gracefully along, his exceptional horse’s hooves cracking along the cobblestone streets and stairways ascending the city.

Last time Erevayn had made this ascension, it meant something. He meant something. As a member of the Kaledar, the youngest at the time, he was entrusted with aiding the city guard in establishing better training practices. He had met Kythos in passing, he now remembered. Erevayn had even taken young Kaledar to the Wells on the seventh level of Ossilith in his time.

He reached into his pocket, turning his head away as he unscrewed the flask, warming the cut on his lip with the brown liquor. He had lifted it using his bad shoulder the prior evening and it still hurt. Merin had worked his Primordial Will before they rode, though not without a look of disapproval. The application of several different Forms accelerated the healing process rather than simply erasing the wound, and the pain had simmered to a dull ache.

Luckily Viyala had slept on his other arm, her hair draped over his shoulder. The smell of it as it rested in his face, the cold touch of her skin when she separated from him, then joined him again to warm up. Her Runemark, caressing the curve of where her left hip met her stomach. So many small things he appreciated about her. Things the younger version of him had dreamt of—before he was promised to Khaleen, of course. He reached for his drink once more, his heart burning.

The sun began its descent to the west, over the bordering mountain next to the sea. The beauty brought Erevayn back to a time when he had been at peace. Back to a time when the troubles of Maetlynd were more important to him.

As they finished their climb, the sun had nearly set.

They stopped the horses in front of an inn, a hammer and vine crafted onto a fine piece of wood hanging over the door, glimmers of torchlight striking the gold and silver trim.

Alevist dismounted. “I’ll get us the rooms.” He pulled a pouch from the saddle, coin jingling in his hand.

How could he have come across such wealth?

He had been so quiet during the ascent. He and Viyala alternated taking the lead, and there were a few times even Alevist had seemed surprised by her knowledge of the city and the roundabout paths.

Alevist did have age on his face; he looked like a seventy-year-old Aranari, which was the equivalent of about forty in Ver’Skyi years. But to Erevayn’s memory, his uncle and the King were the only other notable men of the Aranari around that age, so he knew he had no business guessing. Based on the stories, Alevist might have been in his nineties when he was rumored dead, and that had been thirty years or so earlier—the same rumors that said he took his family with him to the grave.

“Use the name Alswith when you talk to the innkeeper,” Alevist said when he returned. Everyone nodded in agreement. Neera still winced and held her side. The twins turned to the city streets. They needed wood and fletching to finish their arrows, so they walked their horse to the stables and set off.

“Take mine, would you?” Alevist said. This was his second set of words to Erevayn that day, if one didn’t count good morning and let’s go.

Erevayn hesitated, and the older Aranari tilted his head. “Of course,” Erevayn said, taking the reins.

“I’ll go with you,” Merin said, staying mounted as well. The stables were close, so it would be a short ride.

Alevist walked inside, Viyala by his side as they entered the Hammer and Vine. She locked eyes with Erevayn before leaving his sight. He hoped she would choose to get them a room together.

“He’s going to help you,” Merin said as Erevayn’s focus returned. They rode slowly, with Alevist’s horse in tow behind Erevayn and Merin leading Viyala’s.

“I know… you mentioned it yester—”

“I mean only for your Omen Mark,” Merin said, solemnly. His eyes fixed front while riding his pony, navigating toward the stables. “Anything else he might lead you on, have care for. He may appear a better mentor than me, but know he has his own intentions.”

“You were a great mentor, what do you mean?”

Merin sighed. “Keep an eye out.” He dismounted as they reached the front of the stables. “I should have prevented what happened to you.”

Erevayn knew it wasn’t Merin’s fault. They had been connected since he was a boy. He was a bit surprised by the words. “You didn’t—”

“Let me say this,” Merin interrupted again. “You can be great, without the title of Kaledar. Without the title of one of the Nine in any Order. I did it after I left, which is why I thought I was going to be good for you. But once you had an inclination toward the Order, there was only so much I could do. You needed to earn your powers. And after losing them, earn the Will back again. After your persistence in storming that Blood Knight yesterday, I believe you’ve earned it back.”

Erevayn dismounted too, listening as he pulled both horses to a stop outside the stables.

“I wish I had been there for your mother before she ran off, and your sister before she had finished training. And I wish I was there for you and Khaleen.” Merin stared down toward the broken cobbles now. “Remember this, Erevayn. No matter what letters lie at the end of your name, you were meant to lead. Your blood, your training, and all the rest you have endured. Vengeance is so small now.”

Merin had talks with him over the years, but never had they come in such a tone. The weight behind his words dug into Erevayn, whose mind was churning, trying to decipher his meaning.

“What are you talking about, Mer?” Erevayn smiled, trying to brush off the seriousness.

Merin shook his head, looking up to Erevayn now; a glare from the only man who had ever acted the part of his father. “Your people were nearly wiped out before you were born, so you never had that community. It exists. There are those who appear weak who have a lot to offer. Never let appearance distract from ability.”

Merin turned before Erevayn could say anything, walking the horses to one of the stablemen. A kind-eyed woman in a long skirt and sturdy boots stood waiting to take both from Erevayn.

They walked quietly back to the Hammer and Vine, Erevayn not sure what else there was to say. “Thank you, Mer.”

The Kul looked up to his student. “I am not deserving of it, Erevayn.”

Erevayn felt it then. The man was growing old, though he hadn’t physically aged even a year through Erevayn’s life. Perhaps it was the weight of the world bearing down on him. Three hundred and fifty years carried a lot of pain, a lot of lies, and a lot of ugly truths. The man had been Kal’duun’s Trusted. Erevayn hadn’t asked Merin much about it, but in the coming days perhaps he would have the time. Throughout the years, their interactions were so focused on Erevayn’s training that he’d never thought to ask of Mer’s life. Perhaps he had sprinkled wisdom from his past that Erevayn had been too arrogant to decipher.

Erevayn was growing tired as they approached the inn. Before walking through the doors of the Hammer and Vine, he snuck one more drink from his flask, which was nearly empty from the long day.


The inn was like nothing Erevayn had ever seen. Ivory marble lay beneath Weaver-crafted carpet.

That same marble climbed along the railings leading to the two upper floors of the inn. A redolent, nutty aroma filled the bar area, combining with that of the dense wood which held the heavy railings. Patrons wore clean trousers and blouses and jewelry in gold and silver. Erevayn felt the judgment of their gaze, their chins tilted up with each passing. The fucks didn’t realize he was Trueborn himself. Most of them were likely given Marks and no stones, their bloodlines only distantly related to one who had been born True.

Merin walked up to the keeper, engaging in conversation while Erevayn took in the architecture. It appeared newly refurbished. All the stonework seemed done by Cleavers, all the art constructed with the paints and oils of Weavers.

“One of the oldest standing buildings pre-Reckoning,” Merin said. “You’re with Viyala, and Alswith asked that you go see him.”

Merin gave him a key to his room as they walked up the marble staircase. He stopped Erevayn by Alevist’s door. “Good luck,” he said over the satchels heaped on his shoulders.

Only a few patrons roamed the halls here. The whitestone walls held some similarities to the training halls in northeast Taldreas: the clacking of boots on the marble and cobbles, the unyielding smell of incense and the graceful display of fine art. He’d roamed such halls as a young Kaledar not yet through his Rite, in the school towers of Edelvin—then a sanctuary for the Taldrean Kaledar—before the training grounds moved to the Isles. Before the Stained had broken off from the Unity. Before Galigus turned the Dawn City into a war academy for soldiers and the Runeborn among those of Stained blood. And then a sanctuary for citizens who didn’t want to be housed by the Forgotten. Those who grew a hope to reintegrate into the Unity. After the failed wedding, surely that hope had begun to sunder.

He knocked on the door with a gentle touch, for he didn’t want to crack the wood. Though if it had held during the Reckoning, what could Erevayn’s fist really do? He patted his pocket, ensuring his flask was close by.

The door swung open; Erevayn had been expecting a creak. Alevist had doffed his crimson cloak. His white shirt looked new, his trousers patched but clean. His hair was combed with a few curly strands streaming over his one opaque eye.

“Come in,” he said, turning from the door to walk over to the table in front of the fire. He grabbed a ewer and began to pour two glasses of water.

Erevayn stepped in, his boots finding carpet. He closed the door behind him, not a sound echoing in the room. The pearlescent whites of the marble were drowned out by the contrasting dark furniture. A thick red blanket draped over the bed, shining from the glimmer of lanterns within the room.

“You wanted to see me?”

Alevist reached into his pocket, throwing something onto the table in front of him. The Runestones. “You remember these?”

Erevayn nodded.

“The Exile Omen is no small matter.” Alevist placed his glass down. The two stones rattled on the polished wood. The small fire glowed along the edges of the icon piece-sized stones.

Erevayn stepped further into the room. “Why are you going to help me?”

“I told you, boy. Merin and I aren’t going to be enough for what we face.”

“Truthfully.”

Alevist sighed, looking about the room. This was the first time Erevayn had seemed to say something to catch the man off-balance. Alevist cleared his throat. “Your father.”

“You told me that, too.”

“It’s the truth,” Alevist continued, now locking eyes with Erevayn. “In my opinion, Merin let you down, allowing you to train with the Kaledar. He knew better. Their assignments, their litanies—all of it. It’s a disservice to your line. Your father was one of the Elunine, afforded the right to bear gunhildr. You come from a long line of trusted warriors. Warriors entrusted with work given directly by Artisans. The Nine Orders’ disbanding was one of the worst things the Reckoning brought on.” Alevist’s jaw clenched, shadows playing across his face. “I’d rather he had given you over to Stalhom. Kaledar are fodder for war. Political weapons.”

“Well, I’m here now,” Erevayn said.

“That you are. And we’re going to work to undo years of poor conditioning. But it seems you did a bang-up job of that yourself, considering your lust for alcohol. I smell it on you, and you’ve been emptying your flask all day.”

His face warmed and he stepped closer to the fire to shade his embarrassment.

“It’s a hard habit to kick. Do you think you can break an Omen Mark perpetually drunk? Were you drunk at the wedding? When Scillia was relying on you to keep her alive?”

“I wasn’t.” Erevayn scowled, clenching his teeth. He hardly felt tipsy now, having also been drinking water. But the flask was almost empty. Perhaps he would feel it soon.

“Merin let you down, enabling you, boy.”

“I let him down—”

“You let more than him down. We lost a Runeborn yesterday because you couldn’t be sharp enough to keep her from harm.”

Erevayn’s anger built. Perhaps a rage Alevist wanted him to feel, to test the true depths of his desire. Ill is the fate of a thousand deaths. Be a light when the darkness overcomes you. In your hands, the blade is danger.

Erevayn took a deep breath. “Why am I here? Are you going to berate me for my shortcomings? I can spend time alone if I desire to feel the worst of that.”

Alevist sighed. “Breaking an Omen takes patience. It will take diving into your shadow. You will see things you can’t unsee. I want to ensure you can handle it. An Enduring to get rid of an Exile’s Mark is pain.”

“That’s what this is?” Erevayn asked. “Berating me is how you do that?”

Alevist smiled, grabbing his cup to take another sip. “You were measured, which means we can begin.” Alevist pointed to a chair. “Sit.” The Aranari’s voice bit into him and Erevayn obeyed.

“Two stones. We need only work one for this evening. You’re going to call out to your Will of Dawn as you were initially trained. I am going to guide you with the Omen Rune. The Exile Mark is the only one Omen Wills aren’t meant to break alone. So this is going to take a concerted effort from the both of us. Usually this sort of thing is done with two people, but I guess Merin wants it this way.”

It was one thing for Stalhom to grant the use of Will to those unmarked, unborn of the Will. It was another to have it, lose it, and earn it back.

Erevayn nodded. A youthful excitement gripped him. He wiggled in his chair, remembering the feeling he’d had sitting in front of his Runestone for the first time. First it was the stone, then the blade. The crackling fire of the Great Hall. The ten younglings sat before their Runestones. The Hall, said to house the Orders of the Nine, had been large enough to fit many more before most of the noble houses perished. Nine tables, nine instructors. The initial introduction to harnessing the Will within. The repurposing to fit the Kaledar after the roles of the Nine were filled. Such a massive room, such a small number of Runeborn.

“Focus, boy.”

Erevayn didn’t much like being called boy. For an Aranari he was in the younger third of years, yes. But boy? He had been through it before. Why should he let it eat at him? As he scooted his chair around the table, his wrist brushed the flask in his pocket. Not now.

“Remove your shirt,” Alevist said.

Erevayn’s eyes snapped to him and he raised an eyebrow.

“I need to see the Mark. Remove your shirt.”

Erevayn took off the traveling clothes he had worn.

The Mark on his left shoulder glowed in the fire, the brand of the Omen upon it. The darkened skin was embossed in silver with the outline of the Omen’s symbol: the half-moon, half-sun—the darker side emblazoned over the brighter outline of the other—and Ossilith’s hammer.

Alevist sat across from him now. He examined the younger man’s chest, surely noting some of the scars of battles ten years past. Erevayn narrowed his eyes. Merin said to only trust the man with the task of guiding the Enduring, not beyond. Alevist produced a shortknife, laying it on the table. A hardstone was embedded within the pommel, marked with the nine-pointed black sun, darkened and seasoned by blood, ash, and use.

The blade itself was a runic steel, lustrous and beautiful. It glowed a tint of blue, even in the firelight. Looking at the reflection on the blade, Erevayn saw himself. He realized then that Alevist’s visage reflected just beneath his own in the shadow of the blade.

Will this be me in forty years? Those scars? That inner anguish? He had enough as it was.

“I’m going to reach across the table,” Alevist said, sliding his hand over the bigger of the two stones. It sat dormant, no shine, speckled with dried blood from Tharus’ body. “Then, I’m going to place my hand on your Mark, my other upon the hilt of my blade. You will place your hand onto the stone at first, whisper the All Will litany, then float your hand above it. After that you are on your own.”

Erevayn nodded, feeling the tension rise as the fire crackled and glowed over Alevist’s shoulders. He looked at his training master one last time, his temporary Liege. And once more he thought of who he was to become. Maybe he should leave it all in the past now. The man seemed a paragon, though. In a past life he had been one surely, given the stories told of his determination to prevent the Reckoning. What else did he know? What had he accomplished?

Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to be the hero for once. Perhaps Erevayn could start seeing himself that way. Maybe it would give Viyala more reason to continue seeing him. For in the morning, she would be gone.

“Think of the pain that holds you. I don’t expect you to release it tonight. But we must break ground.”

“What about blade training?”

“You have fought with a blade most of your life, yes? This is far more important than that. We can embolden your blade with Will once we properly reattune these stones to the Dawn Tree, the old way.”

Erevayn had harnessed Dawn within his stones the old way when he first came of age. For a Runeborn lucky enough to be chosen by the Will of Dawn, harnessing the Dawn at the Great Tree was one of the most sacred events. His Will had been taken away in Edelvin, outside the Sacred Woods, under that very Tree. Salasmir had done that. Salasmir had stripped him of his power. Or at least, Salasmir had been the one directly responsible.

Alevist dipped his chin, raising his brow. “First you must be able to tame the power. We will focus on your Omen. To release it, we will earn it. An Omen Rune attached to a blade can extract Will from the air we breathe, so we must focus on your wits first, boy. Focus on what you know.”

Boy. Erevayn withheld his scoffing, his temper controlled by the fact he was before a man who had been a paragon—once. The old ways of combat were truly a marvel. How the Knights of the Nine would harness the Omens to prevent the use of the Will when fighting Kaledar to Kaledar, or knight to knight. The new Kaledar schooling focused on harnessing a single Form for the weapons of choice, while setting ten-year plans to establish familiarity with other Forms, or with the Omens themselves.

“Close your eyes. Recite the litany.”

And so he did. While the cool hand of his master rested upon his shoulder, he held his own down on the stone. There was a reluctance from his still aching shoulder to tighten his grip. “Ill is the fate of a thousand deaths, for the Gods chose me, my line, to accompany this soil.” As he spoke, Alevist’s grip tightened. The stone in front of him radiated, as it had all those years ago in the Great Hall at Torlanus, the shadow of the Dawn Tree casting over that open-roofed space.

He lifted his hand now, feeling the weight of a thousand deaths pulling him back down. The grip on his shoulder tightened and his teeth clenched.

“Erevayn.” Alevist’s voice sounded miles away.

The pain in Erevayn’s shoulder tightened more and he winced. His eyes were closed but the crimson glow leaked through his eyelids nonetheless, over the silhouette of Alevist’s shoulder.


He opened his eyes, cheers and jeers echoing in the space about him. 

He was no longer in the Hammer and Vine, the grip on his shoulder was gone. But there was still an anguish in his chest. The scent of candle wax and spilled liquor filled the air. He looked down in front of him, his fingers gripped around a pewter mug.

Music from a lyre played behind him. “Ah, Erety’il! I didn’t know you could drink like this. What’s the occasion?” Zaro’s voice. The two had spilled blood together. But the memory rushed away again—Zaro had spilled his last.

Erevayn looked around the room in shock. The pewter mug in his hand was half full of silver ale. He peered down at it, confused. A memory. He looked up.

“Tee? Are you alright?” It was strange to hear Zaro referring to him by his old name.

It took him too long to realize where he was. He remembered the joy he had felt, slaying a cultist the day before. But this had not been a joyful moment for him. “Tee?” Zaro still looked at him, the Amrinil he had taken with him on many journeys before. His most trusted ranger.

“Zaro.” Erevayn gripped his friend. “We have to move now. There could be time.” Erevayn’s voice echoed into the center of the tavern where he sat. He jolted upright, silver ale spilling.

His friend grabbed him by the shoulders, holding him up, catching him as he fell off the bar stool. “Bloody hell man, what do you mean?” Zaro’s eyebrows raised quizzically. He laughed when Erevayn stumbled.

Erevayn looked down. “Ah, my friend!” A familiar voice; Merin now before him. Only Merin hadn’t been in that tavern with him then. He was somewhere else, somewhere he didn’t care to mention to Erevayn before leaving.

“We have to go, Mer!” Erevayn’s eyes darted to the door as a hooded figure walked in.

It was too late.

The hooded man put out his hands. They bore a letter, tied in Aranor’s traditional ribbon. “No.” Tears began to pool at the bottom of his eyes. Both Merin and Zaro’s heads turned around to the cloaked figure. Their gazes darted back to their friend as he began to collapse.

They can’t see it.

The hooded figure approached him and knelt over him, offering his hand. The black he wore was even darker now, a flowing shadow entering the figure’s hood as he offered his hand. Burnt flesh. The shadow lingered, staring at Erevayn. The image of his friends around him dissipated. The hooded figure’s head tilted. A question.

It felt familiar, only there had been no shadowy figure. It had been Salasmir who told him of his wife. The Consular of the Amrinil perished in those moments too, just as Salasmir delivered the letter. But the figure before him wasn’t Salasmir.

“Dalius,” Erevayn said. The figure nodded, silent as the blackness from within the hood. The Old God of Death, predating the Martyrs. One of the Forgotten. The very figure who was said to be the balancing force against the All Will. The keeper in the pantheon of Mersianei. The Empyrean.

They stood on an open plain; a land somewhere between life and death. The same limbo Erevayn felt he had inhabited since the very day he was reliving.

Erevayn blinked and fell deeper into the shadow Dalius offered. His sister, older, beautiful, stood tall next to his mother, who was just the same as she had ever been.

Their backs were turned to him in the kitchen of their home. One he was too far away from now, at least two hundred leagues. Something slammed into the door behind Erevayn. “Mama, sister, you must run,” Erevayn shouted. Only there was no response, no movement, not so much as a flinch to his screams.

His mother had run, but not away from danger. She ran away from him. She had gone mad, Merin said. She left before he turned ten. This seemed the only solid memory he held of her.

He remembered the scene vividly. He remembered his sister, Janilyn, leaving too. And she was now before him, older, trained. Not on the frontlines to the north, where she was sure to be now. As she had been when they had last written to each other. When he last had the ability to scribe.

Erevayn threw himself against the door. It flew open, a body crossing through him as if he wasn’t there.

He turned and men poured into the room, three or four. His mother and sister screamed, scrambling for weapons. His mother grabbed a rolling pin. And Jani held a skewer.

“No!” he shouted.

His heart raced. Jani bellowed as a man grabbed her by the hair and slammed her into the stained kitchen table. Her blood glossed the wooden surface.

The blade—the blade was so sharp in the hands of the assassin. A half-blooded man surely, part Haltrishari. This was made evident by the calcified bones lining his fists, stained with blood.

I wasn’t here, Erevayn thought. How could I recall details of something that I never experienced?

The Stained Haltrishar punched his sister in the back of her head, slamming her once more into the table. Taking his blade and placing it to her throat before slicing across. Erevayn jumped forward, reaching behind his shoulder for his own greatblade. It wasn’t there.

His mother fought, slashing in the air as two of the other men came to grab her. She was able to hit one. Erevayn tried hard to run at them, each time pouring through them like a mist. His mother was thrown to her knees, another half-blooded man before her. She scrambled to reach on top of the table for a knife and shoved it into the man’s foot. He howled.

The man backhanded her, his hands too calcified in bone. “Cut off the head of one, another will rise—”

His mother swept his unbraced legs with hers. The other two ran over from his sister, who lay bleeding out on the floor, grasping at her throat as blood pooled under her cheek, seeping through her fingers.

Erevayn could only watch. No matter how hard he tried to place his hands on his sister, there was no Will. But that was what he was training. The Mark in his shoulder burned as he tried and tried, but to no avail.

The men grabbed his mother by her arms now, forcing her to her back. The man who was stabbed unsheathed a serrated blade from his belt. His chain shirt jingled as he pushed down and slowly pierced the center of her chest. She tried to scream but could not find the breath. A single tear streamed from her eye, blood somehow coming with it. The man turned to look at Erevayn, who lay over his sister, helplessly watching.

“You will not save them.” The voice was heard, but the man’s mouth was not moving. Then he heard it again: “False.”

Erevayn stood, charging once more at his foe. He dived, landing on empty ground and breathing in a patch of dirt. Dust kicked up in his mouth. He pushed himself from the ground.

He looked up, both his arms straining at the effort. Ill is the fate of a thousand deaths. He had been transported again, Dalius nowhere in sight.

He was home. Not where he grew up, but where he and his wife settled after he returned from fighting off that Hardranian force that had pushed past the Ardent Wall. A remote spot, but near to her father. When he received word of her death, he might as well have been on another continent. What use was it to see it all now? He tried. He tried to call out. But she knelt over her garden unaware, humming a beautiful hymn.

Khaleen. Her beauty swept him away once more, as it had when they met. He walked through their garden, the chirping of birds in the woods around. She was kneeling over the carrots they liked to farm in the spring. The month of May, she must be harvesting.

His eyes drifted into the dark abyss once more. She leaned back into an open patch of dirt. Holding her stomach, showing only slightly. His baby to be. His whole life led to this happiness. Finally, something I deserve.

Then, he remembered. Tears streamed down his face as he attempted to call out. Again, a moment he had never lived. The same men, the symbols on their necks blurred.

A dragon’s head? Chains? I cannot see. His heart thumped against his chest. Five more men poured out of the woods. One grabbed his wife by her hair. Erevayn rushed at them, swinging, pushing into their forms and falling through. Helpless. The dirt behind her kicked up as her legs helplessly shoveled into the dirt. They pulled her toward the house.

“No! You must stop them!” Erevayn looked around, trying to find Dalius.

But he was alone. Locked in place, his feet weighing him down.

Ill is the fate of a thousand deaths.

His wife flailed, screaming for help as one man reached down to try and seal her mouth with a strip of linen. When he did, she bit down hard. He jerked back with a yell and she spit his finger in the dirt. The man dragging her turned, hesitating. She reached up to grab his waist and swung her legs around, using momentum to sweep him to the ground. The others stood ten paces away by the door and she sprang up to run.

One fighter drew a bow and shot, piercing her stomach. Blood rained from her mouth and her other hand reached to her gut, feeling the tip of the steel arrowhead. Erevayn chased after her. He leaped as another arrow whistled through the air, passing through him as if he were mist once more. This one pierced her left breast, slightly off-center. Her body fell limp to the ground. Erevayn dove into her. I can feel her, he thought. He rolled her over to look her in the eyes. Dust crossed the air coming from their lungs. The last she would ever breathe.

Her body tried to rise with air as her chest filled with it. Their eyes locked, Khaleen’s looking right into Erevayn’s. Her final breath expelled from her mouth, the breeze warming his face as blood followed. When he blinked, it was Scillia now before him. He blinked once more. Viyala. He blinked harder and harder, Viyala breathing her last over and over again.

He tried placing his hand to her face as the men’s laughter near the door stopped. He looked back and they had faded from view. Nothing but the abyss once more. He turned again to where Khaleen’s body had lain; it was still there, still Viyala’s face, yet her eyes were bandaged. The body was still and cooling. He wept. Bellowing into that silence.

Dalius knelt before him once more, behind the body of his dead wife and unborn child. That Forgotten God of Death’s head tilted, feeling once more as if he were asking Erevayn a question.

Erevayn looked up. Away from his wife’s eyes. Her figure drifted away as ash into the abyss he lay in, helpless once more.

He found himself again in a tavern, drinking hopelessly. Women all around him. He stared at himself through someone else’s eyes, the real Erevayn laying on the floor. Laughter. He felt how cruel his laughter was, not an ounce of genuine feeling inside as he tried to charm the women in front of him. The door of the inn swung open, Erevayn propped his body up off the ground onto one knee.

Salasmir stormed toward him—the man who stood at the bar next to the beautiful women, the other Erevayn stumbling over himself. Salasmir grabbed him by his curly long hair, his dark-blond beard so unkempt. He was getting dragged out of the inn. Thrown into the mud and rain while it stormed.

Lightning bore down around him and Salasmir spoke words Erevayn wanted to forget. “Tomorrow, you are done. You have risked the lives of your men for the last time. You lost another one today?” Salasmir’s tone was cruel and unforgiving. “How are you here celebrating such blasphemy? Zaro was your Eyre!”

The inn’s swinging doors abruptly stopped. A Kul poked his head out.

Merin.

“Tomorrow it is the end for you.” Two guards, armored heavily in worn plate, grabbed the defeated man. So drunk he could not even fight back. He was dragged through mud as rain poured upon him. Fading into the abyss once more. Salasmir turned to meet Erevayn’s eyes as he stood in shock at the nightmare.

There was a look about Salasmir now. One Erevayn hadn’t been able to see before. A reluctance. A sadness. Empathy even.

“Erevayn!” Salasmir shouted in his face. “Erevayn!” It now sounded more familiar. The voice was directly in front of him. Dalius’ hood sat still, shadows wisping through the emptiness, overtaking Erevayn’s face.

A vibration ran through his chest. Looking down, the crimson stone pulsated within it. Another reverberation, a punch to his sternum. Almost a crack. The vision of Salasmir turned into Alevist, eyes wild. He drew a blade, approaching fast, and stabbed it right through Erevayn. He grabbed at his Liege, their eyes locked. Between them now, only hatred remained.


“Erevayn.” Alevist punched, Erevayn scrunching his eyes closed.

He lay horizontal now, staring at the ceiling. He caught air in his throat to recover from the force of Alevist’s thrusts. He sat up, pushing the other Aranari out of the way. He fell back onto his hands, short of air.

The fire still crackled, though it had grown dimmer. The room seemed to have lost color.

He felt as if he peered down onto himself, coming back to his own body then, needing to take a deep breath. Erevayn wiped the sweat from his brow, his heart still pounding in his chest. A cool chill rose in his spine and sat at the base of his neck despite the room’s warmth.

“That’s enough for today,” Alevist said, taking another drink of water. He sat down as Erevayn stood to approach the table.

He felt it now—his shoulder burned again. The pain from it the day before had been insignificant in comparison. He reached his hand to his Mark, the skin rough with the brand and hot to the touch.

“You don’t want to know what I saw?”

Alevist shook his head, pouring a cup of water, still breathing heavily. He reached the glass out to Erevayn. “It doesn’t matter if I know.”

“Did we make any progress?” Erevayn sat now, redonning his shirt. It grabbed at the sweat on his back as he snaked into it.

Alevist looked about the table, staring at the Runestones. “A little, it would seem. I felt the energy coursing through you. We can do minor sessions as we continue into the mountains, until we reach a place where we can work on it. There are a few stops but all of them will lead to the Dawn Tree.”

Erevayn nodded, standing up but reluctant to leave. He wanted to know what the man saw while he was under. How long had he been out? What did the visions mean?

Yet Erevayn knew the internal workings of the Runeforms all too well. The wielder would have to discover them for themself. There was nothing Alevist could say that would help him immediately, as was the way of the All Will and its Inner children. He would speak with him tomorrow or the next day. They would discuss it then. And only then could they truly see what called out to him. What did the All Will want him to discover? What did it want him to break away from?

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Alevist said, taking another drink of water. Erevayn turned to leave, grabbing his satchels. “Hers is the second to last door, left side as you walk down the hall.”

Erevayn looked over his shoulder, smiling. “I’m not too discreet, am I?”

Alevist huffed, staring deep into the fire with a slight smile. “We never are, lad.”

Lad, Erevayn thought. Better than boy.

A cool breeze struck Erevayn as he walked out of the room. The flask in his pocket swished with only a pittance of liquid. He wanted to reach for it to take a swig, but he relented. His boots clacked along the hall between carpet and marble, a sense of pride filling him. A strange sensation, considering how much darker everything around him seemed.
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As the door closed, Alevist stared into the flames. What was that he felt?

Such a bizarre sensation.

Erevayn had held his hand over the stone, been pulled into his training grounds. The Omen was the hardest Form to master, but why did the stone glow obsidian so quickly as the boy strained?

Alevist flexed his fingers as he held his palm. Erevayn worked into the Omen Form fast, even through the Mark of the Exile. The Omens were known to take you into their darkness. Some even suggested a darkness deeper than that of the Chaos Form. The wielder would determine that, but the boy was too inexperienced to have knowledge of his ability yet. The Omens dampened the use of Will. For him to be aware he had taken it on could risk him learning other Forms with the Mark still cleansing.

One at a time.

The warrior lingered over his thoughts. What if Merin and Erevayn discovered his true intentions? He wanted Harglon’s head. The paragon he had been died on the rope, died with that spear in his side. It was his duty, perhaps, to get the Tear to where it belonged, but it likely wasn’t Ossilith’s stone. Perhaps a Hardranian stone, or a lost Silderai Tear from the waters north of Silderuun’s Fall. But it had surfaced for a purpose.

Maybe it was Kythos protecting a Bloünine, as Tahplen said the Consulars did. Maybe Harglon was with him. All of his searches had led to nothing. But now he had reason for that bastard to give chase. And Harglon wouldn’t send just anybody. He would know that if Alevist had it, he’d have to use someone as keen as a Bloünine.

The boy would learn, surely. That was the least he could do for Artorious. And he would be a strong force if Harglon brought more than himself. Alevist hated to admit the feeling of becoming tired, his youth most certainly gone. Though only Merin’s secrets explained why he didn’t age physically. Whatever Will combination he had used, perhaps. Not something Alevist had ever learned.

He sat, still glaring into the flame. He pulled the gem from his cloak and held it in his palm. The same hand that had gripped Erevayn’s shoulder. He felt the weight of the Runestone, pulling his curled arm down onto his leg.

Ill is the fate of a thousand deaths.


Chapter 17
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The Sundered Sea

“It was the House of the Sunken Crown which paved the way for the Silderai. The first noble house in the long line of Silderuun’s blood. Shrinale was the Seraphim of the Runine before the Orders of the Nine disbanded, and so he was trusted to lead a united Anvia forward after the Reckoning.” History on the Houses of Maetlynd

A gust of wind struck the glass, the window rattling.

His brother swung in his own hammock across from Steyvin, gently snoring, his head shifting in a dream. Sound asleep, his curved hat sat over his face. Steyvin felt groggy; sleep on a ship was never truly a full night’s rest.

Through the small porthole the moonlight came in, brushing Bryseis’ face. She looked peaceful. Steyvin couldn’t help but wonder at the boldness it took for a woman so beautiful to come aboard a ship of anonymous seafarers. Ignorance? Confidence? Maybe she hasn’t seen the dangers of the world.

That worried Steyvin a little. All he really knew of her was her Uldonai training, teaching Weavers the Will of their chosen Rune. She’d never engaged in combat in the four years as his father’s Weaver. Nor had she ever spoken of situations where it had arisen in her past. She did, however, have a vast knowledge of navigation, and experience traveling the known world.

Steyvin wriggled around in his hammock. The private berth at least let him rest without one eye cracked open. Creaking footsteps filled the hall. Steyvin ensured that the board locking them in the room was set in place and let his eyes close.


A hard crash.

Steyvin jolted awake, the hammock swinging violently. Another loud crack sounded beneath their berth. Iron on wood. And then even more iron. Steyvin shot up. He grabbed for his short and longblades, his dagger shifting at his waist. Ilatu nearly fell out of his hammock, catching himself on the floor, then reaching for his shortspear and longblade.

His brother’s facial markings glowed silver-blue. The warmth on Steyvin’s own face warned of the coming fight.

Bryseis shot out of her hammock, reaching for her augmented vambraces, ensuring they were fitted snugly. The three looked at each other, the berth shaking once more.

The moonlight still filled the night air, splashing onto Steyvin’s face as he looked out to the ocean from the porthole, angling to see what had made the noise. Those about the ship stirred. Commands were shouted overhead. There was thick fog outside. The luminescence of the moon crept through it, like light through a cheesecloth. Steyvin could see nothing.

The wolf-head of Stenrir stared back at him, cutting suddenly into view through the fog. Beautifully carved from a sharp dark wood known only to the northern continent Hardrada, and braced with iron.

Fuck.

He followed the outcropping of the beautiful silhouette to see the fine iron that lined the topside edge of the smaller ship. Hooks had been stabbed into the side of theirs, locking the two side by side. Men flung ropes over the side and pulled them taut. Steyvin looked back to Ilatu with a nod. “Bryseis, you stay with us. No matter what.”

She nodded. The hard stones on her left vambrace glowed a satin green, the Primordial Tree of earth, wind, and fire dim on its surface. She narrowed her violet-on-violet eyes. A beauty mark sat on the crest of her high cheekbones, her fair skin setting off that very beauty.

“We’re going topside,” Steyvin said.

The silver hilt of his dagger held his Runestone; the sigil of the single-edged pointed spear and open hand glowed brightly. The white mark of that mysterious force, brought forth from the preserved Hand of Kalvian himself. The Hand of the Inner Will. The Form of Force.

“Survival,” he said, “is our top priority.”

Ilatu and Bryseis both nodded.

Steyvin removed the wooden bracing from the door. Settled the tension in his neck. They moved through the passageways. Men rushed around with weapons drawn. A few others ran to the bottom decks of the ship, moving further from the top deck.

Sounds of clashing blades bounced off the wooden bulkheads as they worked their way through the galleon and emerged topside. The Hardranians poured over the gunnels of the ship. Each warrior engaged with a crew member, sometimes two. The Hardranians were winning the unfair fights.

Better to die proud than die stupid, Steyvin thought, repeating the words his aunt used to say when he was a child. Considering they’re the same thing, I think I’ll take not dying at all. The center-mast bell rang.

Steyvin, Ilatu, and Bryseis stormed up the stairs to the quarter deck. Steel on steel, iron on iron, and the shouting of men. The creak of the stairs was lost under the rattle and roar of the violence.

Ilatu peeked over the top of the staircase. The air smelled of oil as arrows doused in flame sliced through the fog. Moonlight and crimson fire lit the air dully. The bastards were using the flame for light in the fog. Ilatu shifted his shortspear, spinning it to test its balance while his longblade sat in his weaker hand, the Runestone glowing white in the moon.

Steyvin had both blades drawn. His shortblade in his off hand and longblade in his right. Both Runestones shone brighter. He took a deep breath in and out through his nose. “Bryseis, you stay with me. Ilatu, get to the captain and keep him safe.” His voice softened when he looked back into the purplish hue of Bryseis’ eyes.

His brother peeled right as he topped the staircase. Steel crashed down, a saber swinging overhead. Ilatu reacted, parrying the strike and dragging it along his three-pronged spear blade. Steyvin jumped in and stabbed his longblade through the man’s throat, the body falling limp.

This enemy’s skin was dark, his hair white as snow. The Snow Manes.

The sheer size of each attacker dwarfed the crew members of the ship. Steyvin and Ilatu weren’t overlarge by any means, but at least stood near in height to most of the Hardranians.

Ilatu continued his climb, cutting down the next attacker. He parried another strike and kicked the attacker in the chest, then thrust his spearpoint into the wooden deck of the ship as he sank to one knee. Ilatu drove his longblade deep into the man’s torso. Steyvin saw Ilatu’s eyes glaze over white, as he launched the attacker from his hilt as his hardstone shone. A loud reverberating sound fused with the mist and the Hardranian shot back into another group of four attackers, knocking two off-balance and completely flattening another.

A volley of arrows hit the deck of the ship, taking out a couple of the crew in front of Steyvin as he lost sight of his brother.

A body flew through the air. The crashing of the water on the side of the vessel threw sailors off-balance, making the fight for their lives even more challenging. Many fell overboard.

Steyvin charged toward the man left standing after Ilatu’s attack, thrusting his shortblade into the wood behind him. The hilt lit up with an eggshell-colored glow, forcing its energy into the wooden planks and launching him forward. He slid down on the deck.

Bryseis followed close behind. She dove over the top of an off-balance swipe from one of the raiders and light flashed on her vambrace to block another, the Primordial Will reaching out to prevent the strike. The men fell back and Steyvin pushed forward, pressing his advantage.

He sliced low at the legs of two, one with his longblade and the other with his short. They each fell to one knee, gripping new wounds. Bryseis followed up by placing her wrist on the grimacing face of the larger attacker on her right. Vines quickly breached the stone as they pulled the moisture from the air, covering his face, throttling him. She pulled down and the vines slammed his head into the planks, the crack near-deafening.

Well, at least she can fight.

He spun and leaped for the other downed target. His steel pierced the enemy’s neck and hot blood flowed down to his wrist. The hardstone lit up and the target’s head shot into the wood plank, smashing it. He sliced with his off hand at the enemy who’d regained his balance last. The Hardranian parried the strike and swung at Steyvin.

Bryseis stood and shot another vine from her wrist, yanking the blade from the attacker’s hand. Steyvin pulled his blade back in time to pierce through the stomach of the reeling target. He then launched the man from the blade, a trail of blood following him over the rail of the ship.

With the brief respite, Steyvin looked past Bryseis’ shoulder, while her eyes locked on him. She did as he said and kept herself close. And then, his brother came into view.

Ilatu was climbing the second staircase that led to the helm of the ship, disappearing into the fog. Hardranians were cutting their way past some of the crew, who used their speed to fight around the larger men. The crew was losing. Bodies fell past where Steyvin had last seen Ilatu on the staircase.

Steel clanged behind him as more Hardranians boarded the ship in the mist and moonlight. The tide was turning fast. Steyvin saw the captain at the helm, navigating the fight. More fog rolled over the top of the ship and Steyvin strained to see Captain Lyndel—bodies piling up in front of Lyndel as he effortlessly held off the invaders. Where was Ilatu?

Bryseis caught a man in her vines once more, pulling him toward her and slamming his face into the deck. She then wrapped more vines around him, locking him to the wood. Another one came screaming, slicing at the distracted Steyvin.

The Hardranian’s blade cut into Steyvin’s arm, and he winced. Anger filled him as the world slowed down. Steyvin brought his own longblade around to cut clean through the arm of the attacker and into his torso. The Runestone of the hilt lit once more, and the man was thrust back with a quiet thump onto another advancing raider. The severed arm bled on the deck before him as a rain of fire from another arrow volley came down. This time, it set the deck aflame. Moisture from the fog and the spray of the waves managed to put out most of the fire.

His eyes shot back to the helm where he finally saw his brother. Fewer men fought off the Hardranians—the crew was dwindling. The bodies piled up as Hardranians continued to cross the gunnels. Steyvin looked to Bryseis, signaling for her to start moving with him as he worked toward the staircase. She grabbed onto his blood-soaked tunic and he cut swiftly through a few distracted Hardranians, freeing up some of the sailors to fight on. The pair continued their climb, doing their best to clear the decks below as Ilatu did above.

In front of him, one of the crew was launched over the side, throwing Steyvin off-balance. The body cracked into the iron-lined gunnel of the Hardranian vessel below before splashing into the water. A second Hardranian boarding-ship locked into the side of their galleon, its iron hooks secured into portholes.

Bryseis reached to pull Steyvin back up. Her outstretched hand glowed green in the face of the next attacker. He began to scream as vines climbed into his throat, his gurgling voice silenced by the force of nature.

They climbed and climbed, Ilatu only a flight of stairs away. He stood back-to-back with the captain, blocking strikes from more raiders.

Standing firm on the second deck, visibility came and went as the ships drove into another dense patch of fog.

One sailor was locked in a fetal position, rocking back and forth next to the staircase, screaming. Steyvin hoisted the man up by his shirt. “Start fucking fighting!” he yelled. The sound of a volley filled the air. Steyvin tucked his arm over his head and reached back to Bryseis. He turned back to the same crew member—a flame-ridden arrow was now sticking out of his skull. The man fell limp.

A third ship in the distance rained arrows down, as more raiders from the first two shifted position. Now he saw the ingenuity of the Hardranian attack. The two ships that held the melee attackers were clawed into the side well below. The Hardranian athleticism and ferocity allowed them to quickly board, cleaning up whatever was left from the devastating arrows.

Pain shot through his lower leg. He continued on, carrying Bryseis along with him. An arrow must have struck him in the calf. He reached back and broke off the shaft of the arrow, the arrowhead still lodged deep in the tissue. The wound began to bleed. He limped forward, but Bryseis stopped him.

“Come here. Quickly,” she said. She placed her hand on the wound, forcing out the still implanted arrowhead, then closing it. “A temporary fix.”

“Will it get me to my brother?”

She nodded.

Bryseis and Steyvin reached the helm where Lyndel and Ilatu stood, both panting. The respite allowed them to gauge the carnage. Bodies lay mottled with gore, the moisture of the air and the waves dampening their already ruined clothes. Limbs sat on wooden boxes. The screams of survivors rang out.

A wave of fog hid the lower decks and muffled the sounds of fighting. Steyvin leaned over the portside of the quarter deck, looking down to the Hardranian ship. Waves crashed more violently against it and threatened his balance. The heat of battle dissipated with each passing heartbeat.

A crack of lightning overhead breached the sky, but it seemed only a harsh combination of the changing humidity, perhaps provoked by passing through the Spin. When the seasons changed, so did the sea. The Hardranians were bold to attack at such a checkpoint.

The waves seemed to calm as oars below crashed into the water. Men heaved together, a battlehum taking the place of drums. More pitched screams. Likely Lyndel’s crew pleading for their lives on the lower decks. Then, an ominous silence. The oars continued to splash, accelerating the ship. The four by the helm held firm trying to maintain their balance. The three vessels were now moving together as one.

A battlesong? Steyvin thought.

Steyvin examined each face. None held fear. Captain Lyndel wore anger like a mask. Steyvin wanted to leap over the side, but Bryseis was Uldonai, so she couldn’t swim like Ilatu or Steyvin. And they needed her for their mission.

The Hardranian tone bellowed in the deep night. Flames that once lit small portions of the main deck died out. A dense chill rode up Steyvin’s spine as he cracked his neck, shaking and gathering whatever strength he could find.

There were a few more clashes of steel on steel, the yelps of other crew members being mercilessly cut down filling the air through the fog. A new, heavier set of footsteps struck the wood below. The staircase creaked with the massive tread. The slow, methodical echo in the night forced the brothers closer together. The marks on both their faces still glowed a dim silver blue. The heat on their cheeks warned of danger once more.

It is indeed nice to remember every now and then, I am still alive.

Steyvin watched Bryseis keeping herself calm. She breathed deeply, the stones about her wrists still glowing deep green. The captain stood and punched at the leather armor at his ribs, seemingly trying to set them back into place. He winced in pain.

The footfalls continued, the fog dissipating. Lyndel cracked his neck and stuck his tongue in his cheek. Another strike of sharp blue lightning rippled through the night sky. Ilatu reached down and grabbed his remaining dagger. He threw it with the Force of the Hand toward the steps. A scream. Then, a body folded over the side of the ship, pushed by another. The lightning lit the encroaching shadows.

They were surrounded on the upper deck. A towering figure dwarfed the rest; the lone man pressing slowly toward them.

“Leave it to Runeborn and the captain to survive,” a harsh Hardranian voice bellowed. The thick vowels cut through Steyvin’s ears. Another lightning strike. “I believe you have something that belongs to us, Silder.”

The figure continued to approach through that ominous night, moving across the deck.

“In fact,” the man continued, “you may be of use to us still.” His scarred face shone through the remainder of the dissipating fog. He had a gleaming crimson chain wrapped around his left arm and in that same hand, a grip of some sort attached to it. White braids reflected the moonlight.

It is the Snow Mane clan, Steyvin thought. One of the deadlier of the Hardranian clans. The leader was said to be a God killer.

“Halvayne,” Ilatu said.

The man smiled. Standing tall, the figure placed his hand on his hips, blade sheathed. Figures approached from the portside and the captain stormed toward them, slicing with his curved blade. Ilatu charged before Steyvin could pull him back.

The steel clashed, two enemies dropped. Then, Ilatu and Lyndel were struck down, overwhelmed. Steyvin pressed forward, but there were too many. Before he could make it any further, both his brother and Lyndel were brought to their knees, hand axes at their necks.

Fuck.

“You’re going to yield or your brother and the captain,” Halvayne spat, “are going to die.”

How does he know that? “Okay. Okay,” Steyvin yelled, throwing his hands in the air and his blade to the deck.

Fuck.
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Chapter 18
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“The Runeborn had thinned after the Reckoning, and Stalhom ensured there were enough of those who would learn and bear the forces of the Inner Will to defend Maetlynd. Some Runeborn of high enough standing were chosen instead for some greater task. Viyala was one such Runeborn.” History on the Houses of Maetlynd; Written Year 23;AR

“Wow.” It was all Viyala could say, her forehead pressed against Erevayn’s as she dragged her hands down his neck.

Her heart still pounding, she slid off him and fell by Erevayn’s side. His heart beat against her chest, sitting in the crest of his armpit, the two breathing in sync.

“Well, that certainly makes me feel better,” he said, wrapping his arms around her shoulders as cool air brought a chill to her spine. The fireplace had whittled to embers but the two had each other to keep them warm. White curtains glimmered in the moonlight and the whitewood window frame reflected its pale light onto the end of the bed.

“Do you have to leave in the morning?” Erevayn asked. She heard the sarcasm in his voice, knowing he accepted that she did. Was he being kind?

She smiled, her lips on his again. “I wish I didn’t,” she said. “But I have to.”

Oh, but how I don’t want to. I want to stay here forever. If only I could.

She bit at the words in her mind, shutting her eyes so they didn’t give her away. A laugh rumbled in his chest. Thankfully.

“I guess Hand of the King takes precedence over incredible sex,” he said, arm tightening around her. “My Exile Mark will be gone before you know it. And then perhaps, there’s a place for this to work.” He turned over, kissing her temple through strands of hair.

She loved how he spoke so bluntly—so honestly. He wanted her, and was willing to tell her. Those feelings from when they were kids came rushing back. Like he had never left, and she had never grown up.

There was so much hope in his voice, like it was already decided that he would overcome the obstacle. Perhaps he will. Perhaps that will mean they could be a match. With her father leading the Amrinil, surely he would approve of someone who overcame such an Enduring… But one not sanctioned by the Unity might be frowned upon. Even more so, that mysterious Kaledar would be the one to do it. One who she had no recollection of ever having seen before. She caught his name on the ride up. Alevist. It sounded familiar.

They shared a solemn moment after Erevayn’s warm lips left her head, the hope he spoke with planted there. One where they could have a future together. But she needed to focus on getting back to the King and Salasmir, as was her duty.

“I can see us working,” she jested with a smirk. “But I still have to leave.” She turned over, looking at his eyes, his golden eyes. The same youthful exuberance glowed within them as when they were teenagers. Even after all the hardship, all the pain of losing his wife.

Khaleen. Even she had forgotten about that in their time together. But she had staved it off too long. Would Khaleen have been angry with her?

She pressed her lips to his once more and slid away. A new chill riding her spine, she threw the blankets over her shoulders.

“Oh I see,” Erevayn said, leaning up on one arm as Viyala sat up. “You’re just going to take the covers away and leave me here cold, then?”

“They can be our covers. But I need to wash up and it’s chilly.”

She went over to the washroom, taking time to clean herself up. The water was clean and warm on her skin. She had only been a child when blighted water was a constant concern, but her father had engrained the awareness of it in her. Her small amount of training under the Weavers had also brought her in close contact with the cursed water.

She stepped back into the room. To her dismay, Erevayn had thrown on some trousers and a loose-fitting shirt with laces at the crest of his chest. He was still so nice to look at. The Mark on his left shoulder showed through the sheer fabric. She had never really taken note of it before. But a Mark of the Exile was nothing to scoff at. Usually, a man bearing such a Mark had committed some heinous act of treason—at least that was what her father told her. But she knew Erevayn. She knew why he bore it. She knew the pain and suffering he had endured to put him in that place. But as she saw it through his shirt, it appeared changed, the symbol slightly more faded.

“It was vengeance,” he said. He sat on the side of her bed, leaning back on both hands as he stared out the window at eastern Ossilith. Far below lay the rebuilt villages of the Verdant Sky.

“What do you mean?” She tried to be gentle, coy even. She didn’t want him thinking she already had the idea he had been driven by retribution.

“I wanted it for Khaleen.” He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “We knew there were going to be a lot of fighters, but nothing we couldn’t truly handle on our own. Hayde and Neera—we knew the strength of their abilities. So we thought we needn’t worry.” He cleared his throat and leaned forward when Viyala came over, kneeling down in front of him and placing her elbows on his knees, the covers draped over her shoulders. “We weren’t expecting someone who could spread that much destruction.”

“I understand.” Viyala gently touched his face, bringing his gaze to hers. “I wanted revenge for my cousin, too. After my father came into power, there was only so much we could do.” She scooted into his lap and he wrapped his arms around her. “My father told us we had to let it go, that it would handle itself. All these years later, I’m not so sure he was correct.”

“Vengeance is a deadly omen. An endless cycle,” Erevayn said.

She hated when he went distant. I wish he wouldn’t keep doing that, she thought. Where does he go?

“But I feel I can make it less of a priority with Alevist around. And learn about my father.”

The name still rang in her mind. A name she had heard in the histories, to be certain. A famous name.

“What is he having you do? You said you trained before you came in here and swept me off my feet.” Literally. “What is he like?”

He took all of her in as they began to warm each other once more. She placed her right hand into the collar of his shirt, reaching to his shoulder and feeling the coarse markings upon it. He reached to grab for her palm, bringing it to his lips with a playful kiss and a nibble.

“We worked on the Omen Mark and—” he paused, his eyes looking dark then. “And it forced me to see things I had never seen. Things that never happened, even. Things that occurred but I didn’t see first-hand. I can’t picture what else I need to do to get rid of the Mark, let alone harness Omen. But I think the old man was getting the measure of me.”

“He doesn’t seem too old.”

“You wouldn’t think so based on his appearance. But his relationship with Merin, and with my father, tells me otherwise.”

She sighed, kissing Erevayn on the forehead. He adjusted her weight on his lap. She slid to his other leg, caring for his comfort. As if they were kids again.

“Well, I know the training is vigorous. But you’re capable. You always have been.” It felt like she was repeating herself. Something she had said to him before he was promised to Khaleen. Why did she feel so young again?

“Yes,” he said, managing a smile through whatever pain those visions must have caused him. “Are you sure you have to leave?”

She mirrored him. It felt good to be wanted. It felt right. Her eyes locked on his as he pushed a strand of hair off her face. She moved in, kissing his neck gently. “I don’t have to leave right now,” she whispered, continuing to move down his body, sliding her knees back to the floor.


She woke up next to him, her naked body on his.

Her heart still pounded from their night together. She was sad she had to leave him. Everything that had happened over the last couple of days, their childhood—the memories flooded back. The tumbles the two took in the fields after a day of training under Merin. The first kiss they shared—and those thereafter. All before he left.

She turned over, and Erevayn was still snoring. The sun outside hadn’t quite begun to show through the window, nor had the birds begun chirping. Being careful not to wake Erevayn, she slid out of bed and placed one of the robes over her shoulders. A quill and parchment lay on the table, abandoned when Erevayn came over the night before. She opened the inkwell and started writing:

Erevayn,

It is not ladylike for me to make my leave like this, but I really must be heading to the King, as is my duty.

She was careful not to mention Salasmir.

I do wish to see you again. I leave you my necklace. If one day perhaps you do break through the Omen Mark, then you should be able to use it to reach out to me. If that day does not come, maybe we will see each other back on the Witesands. Back at our tree on the plains where we would roam and run, fighting dragons like in Merin’s stories. May it be a remembrance for you if the journey turns dark. May it be an anchor that holds you to the dirt of Maetlynd as you venture on. By the sound of it, you have quite the journey ahead of you. I will miss you. And I will be thinking of you

V.S.

She folded the paper and on top of it placed her necklace, bearing the old stag horn of her house. She washed and dressed. Erevayn’s snoring helped dampen the sounds of her already light footsteps. She couldn’t help but walk over to kiss him on the forehead one last time before making her way out of the room and the inn, and into the crisp, early morning air.

The blood they spilled together. The way he looked at her when she was at her worst. Then their passion in bed—all of it sank into the back of her mind as she walked to the stables. Hopefully it wasn’t the last time. But as her father would say, it wouldn’t be fitting for her to marry such a man. Not yet, at least.


Chapter 19
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“The Daemonine were the Knights of the Dawn Tree. The Nine who served under Aranor and over the Kaledar of the Dawn. The Tree itself burned bright over the city of Edelvin, and the Daemonine protected it when Maetlynd nearly fell. And then, they were disbanded, as were all of the Orders of the Nine.” Book of Nine Runes; Revised Year 6; AR

Alevist brushed Vego’s mane in the stagnant cold air.

The stable doors swung open. Moonlight rippled in as Viyala stepped into the stables.

“Leaving so soon?” Alevist kept his eyes on Vego, the black, gold-flecked mane commanding all of his attention.

Viyala’s horse let out an excited whinny and a snout poked over the top of the wooden stable door. She smiled, petting the beast. “I have to go back to the King,” she said. “I’m to trust leaving Erevayn with you?”

Alevist gave a friendly huff, now looking over to the Amrinil. There was something familiar about her. The glare of her hazel eyes, perhaps. “Aye, you are.”

She laughed. “What did you say your name was again?”

“Alevist.”

“That name sounds familiar,” she said, pursing her lips.

Of course it would. She had been around Telvath and Salasmir. For them not to have mentioned his name at least once would have been strange. Certainly she’d tell them she had been in his company.

“Give Salasmir my regards.” He smiled.

His presence now might warn them of the Tears. Certainly, that was something they would be after. If not the King, then Salasmir himself. Perhaps this would be an opportunity to see if his gut feeling was right. Was Salasmir so hungry for power that he set the Bloünine loose? Was it everything he thought it would be from the beginning? Or perhaps something greater.

Viyala appeared floored. “I shall.” She opened the stable door for her horse, leading it out by the reins.

He’d watched the actions of the Hand and the High King for so long. The results of their poor efforts over the years and the effects their decisions had on the people of the settlements and villages below he’d seen firsthand. He had taken too much time, been far too passive. The years spent alone, isolating himself on the southern isles, watching over Stalhom’s land, keeping away from the Omen Riders there. It had all been a waste, for truthfully, watching and waiting wasn’t the answer. He knew he needed to draw them out. One by one. And with Untao now dead, the faux Tear had done its part. He was grateful Dullo had done his job too, keeping that information from Merin. Though, he hadn’t been given much time to convey it either.

Alevist started to lead Vego out in front of the Hammer and Vine before saddling up the other horses. It’d take a dial turn or two, but then they could get on the move sooner.

Salasmir might set his bloodhounds on him now. If what he thought to be true was right, then the other Bloünine would hunt him. Harglon would be amongst them. And Alevist would be waiting at the Dawn Tree.
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Hayde awoke to heavy footsteps outside.

The morning sun was near risen, fully laying its shadow of clouds over the sixth level of the city. Inaudible voices came through the dusty glass window. He peeked out, pulling the dove-white curtains away as he rubbed his eyes.

The crimson-hooded fellow, Alevist, stood beside his own horse speaking with another man. A large man. A much larger man. Alevist reached into his saddlebag while Brutis, Hayde and Neera’s horse, whinnied next to him.

A whole command of city guards waited on the opposite side of the street. The much larger man was one of the King’s Stalwart.

“Neera, wake up,” Hayde said. He scrambled over to the bed and put on his off-white tunic. “Get your things. We have to move now.”

There was something familiar about the larger man’s demeanor. It rang the old village bells in Hayde’s mind, the same ones that rang when he had killed his stepfather.

Neera stirred, her bed looking warmer than his. “Neera, now. Get up.” Hayde nudged her shoulder. Her ribs were likely still painful, but with Alevist’s magicks, there were good odds she was feeling near perfect.

“Alright, alright,” she moaned. She pushed herself from under her sheets, gripping at her bandages, grunting as she stood.

“Grab your things,” Hayde repeated. “It’s time to go.”


Hayde rushed down the stairs.

Kicking the door open, he pulled his satchel over his shoulders. “Good morning gentlemen.” He started for their horse. “Well, thank you,” he said to Alevist with forced cheer, “it was going to be a real pain waltzing to the stables while hungover.” Alevist still fumbled with something in his saddlebag.

“And who the fuck are you?” the Stalwart said from across the street.

“Name’s Hayde, big guy.” Hayde now recognized the man. “What’s yours?”

“It’s nothing to you.”

“Galrawn,” Alevist said. “That’s how he introduced himself, at least.”

“Ah, one of the famed captains of the Stalwart guard. Tell me,” Hayde continued, “aren’t you supposed to be with the King?”

Galrawn scoffed. Right where Hayde wanted him. “I am with the Lord Kythos in his time of mourn—”

“That doesn’t matter to me,” Hayde cut him off. A fight was in the works. “What was it you needed from my friend?” Hayde checked the saddle was tightened down on Brutis’ belly.

“I need the lady’s necklace,” Galrawn said, hardly taking his eyes off Alevist. “Scillia’s gem—then I’ll be on my way. No trouble.”

Hayde had suspected that Alevist swiped the jewelry. Now he needed to prevent Galrawn from getting his hands on it.

Hayde looked over to the Aranari, exhaling while shaking his head. “Are you taking dead people’s jewelry again?!” How distasteful. But Hayde was in the mood to patronize.

Alevist turned to Galrawn. “I don’t think—”

Hayde interrupted, “He doesn’t think he knows what it is you mean. And I don’t quite like the way you’re looking at me.”

“We know you took it.” Galrawn was losing patience. It seemed hand-to-hand was the only way. A fight Hayde was liable to lose, considering the size difference.

“You look like a man for a good challenge. I tell you what, we don’t know where the necklace is. I trust my friend Alewiz—”

“It’s Alevist,” he said.

Galrawn’s eyes narrowed at Alevist, thinking.

Hayde turned his gaze to Alevist. “Yes… Alevist. And I do not think he has what you’re looking for. In fact,” he said, securing his satchel on Brutis and rolling up his sleeves. “I’ll fight you to prove it.”

Alevist frowned at Hayde. Hayde looked back, giving a subtle shrug.

The door swung open behind Hayde as Neera came out, favoring her ribs. Playing coy, sister?

“What’s going on here?” she said. Though she’d been quiet on the ride up, it seemed she didn’t hold his secret against him. Hayde was grateful she was still his sister.

“Well, sister, this man challenged me to a fight.”

“That brute?” she scoffed. “You best be careful.” She leaned back, showing strength in her posture. She had healed rather well, though she still winced. “He looks like he can kick your ass.”

Hayde glared at her. “You think that little of me?”

Merin walked out of the inn now, making his way to his smaller steed.

“What the hell is going on here?” Galrawn was growing confused, falling right into Hayde’s trap. The men behind him muttered to each other as they approached from the shadows, still eight or so paces behind him.

“You challenged me to a fight, remember?” Hayde said, standing tall and clearing his throat. “And if I win, you leave us the fuck alone because we don’t have your fucking necklace. And we saved your guys’ asses back at the fuckin’ wedding if you don’t remember.”

“You challenged me to a fight.” Galrawn began removing his plated armor and boots down to a tunic.

Fuck, Hayde thought. I might actually have to fight him.

“Alright you fucker. When I kick your ass, we’re not only taking the necklace, we’re taking you back to Kythos.”

“Be careful brother, he seems rather serious,” Neera said.

Hayde placed his hat on top of Brutis’ saddle, where Neera would keep it from falling into the mud. Hopefully Alevist was going to cut in. But the last thing he wanted was for him to offer the gem.

Erevayn walked out of the inn, his satchel over his shoulder and a distraught look on his face. He rushed over to his horse, golden eyes veering toward the Stalwart. Erevayn’s hand held onto his blade’s hilt beneath a woolen blanket on his horse’s saddlebag.

The men behind Galrawn began cheering him on.

If Hayde were to ever earn his stripes, it’d be now. Galrawn stood at least half a foot taller than Hayde, and was the same distance wider. As the man doffed his armor, it became apparent how strong the fellow really was. The Runemark upon the center of his chest showed through his white under-tunic.

Fuck, Hayde thought. He had forgotten the higher-ranking Stalwart were Runeborn.

Galrawn threw his blade and scabbard down, so there would be no magicks at least. Still, the man had vast confidence to put aside powers without a word.

“Hold on.” It was Alevist.

Oh thank goodness. Oh… wait.

Silence fell over the crowd. “I can give you the damned necklace. It doesn’t mean anything to us.” He reached into his saddlebag and pulled out the large gem attached to the chain. Erevayn looked at him, shocked. “Here.” Alevist threw the necklace over, its chain jangling in the air. “Let Kythos know it was Alevist Lightseeker who gave it to you.”

Galrawn caught it. He turned to Alevist, a twitch in his face. “The Alevist Lightseeker?”

Alevist nodded. “Aye. I suppose you can tell your King, too. Or perhaps, it’s Salasmir you answer to?”

Fuck. Hayde was at a loss. How was he to continue? It seemed he had no choice at all.

The Stalwart Captain glared at Alevist before sighing. “Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?” He smiled wide, gripping the gem tight to his chest. “I’ll be seeing you, Lightseeker.”

The Stalwart and his men left. Hayde stormed over to Alevist. “What the hell are you doing?!”

Alevist looked at Hayde, tilting his head. Hayde caught himself, realizing he had hinted at his knowledge of the gem. “We must get moving now. Ensure you have everything.”

Erevayn rushed over to his horse as Hayde ran over and helped Neera up to theirs. Merin unhitched his pony and was ready to move.

As Erevayn mounted his steed, he turned to Alevist. “What the hell was that?”

“There’s no time. We have until midday to get a head start. I’ll explain once we get into the mountains.”

This man was one of the Orders of Nine, far too smart to throw away an Artisan relic. What if he had given them a replacement gem for the necklace? Hayde needed to follow along. He put his feet in Brutis’ stirrup and mounted behind his sister, reaching for the reins she passed back.

“Let’s get moving,” Merin chimed in. There was a look that the Kul had given the old warrior. One of question and doubt. Alevist urged his horse to a trot.

Hayde followed, with Merin in front of him and the befuddled Erevayn beside. The sun rose over the western battlements.
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The horses’ hooves rattled on the cobbles.

Erevayn felt at a loss. What had Alevist given away? What made Scillia’s necklace worth pursuing?

Alevist stole something from someone Erevayn had failed to protect. Had Alevist purposefully let her die? No. She was too far gone. And the paragon his mother had spoken of wouldn’t have done that. The paragon from the stories told in the early days of his time as a Kaledar—he wouldn’t have done that.

Erevayn had questions but he felt in no position to ask them. They rode at a steady pace through the almost empty city streets. The people of Ossilith were still awakening. Not that many would be coming out; the sixth level wasn’t known to have a dense population compared to the lower levels. And most of the nobles liked sleeping in, especially those whose only job was to point in a direction for Cleavers to do most of the work.

Up ahead, the city was darker. Veins of crimson stone shot up from the cobbles here and there, dim like the rest they had seen lining the city walls when they entered. But still, there was progress. That lingering fear of the stone once again glowing and shedding its essence into the water was dissipating. Looking at this abandoned part of the city, one would never know it. Not a single person wandered the streets.

“Where are we?” Erevayn asked.

“Faulen,” Merin said. “The forbidden area of Ossilith.”

Erevayn’s gaze wandered about the space. “How could it be forbidden if nobody guards it?” Broken-down houses that must have been struck by the crimson lightning still sat, mottled and untouched.

“They leave it alone. Lord Kythos’ way of giving back to the downtrodden.” Merin brushed his hand over his cheek, the cold air probably stinging his eyes. “Redmarked wander these parts, though most have gone up into the mountains.”

Erevayn knew the Redmarked as the Vileborn. The last remnants of an army that had sailed across from Mercy. Monsters sent out by the Old Gods—or maybe the Outer Wills—to take the Martyrs’—the Artisans’—world. Those same demigods forgotten by the Empyrean, by the pantheon of the Old Gods.

An iron gate blocked the path ahead. It was secured by a rusted lock upon a chain covered in dried scarlet vines.

Erevayn was in awe of the sights but also couldn’t let go of the thought of the necklace.

“Are you going to explain?” He directed the question toward Alevist.

“What’s there to explain?” The old warrior barely made eye contact.

“The necklace.”

Alevist locked eyes with him then. “You needn’t concern yourself with it.” He cleared his throat, preparing to dismount. “When we get into the mountains.”

The horses stopped in front of the gate. Alevist chewed the side of his lip.

“I think I know how to handle this,” Hayde said, reaching into his front saddle bag. He grabbed a small steel dagger and jumped from his horse—careful to not jostle his sister—and walked up to the chains.

Alevist turned in his saddle, eyeing the empty streets.

There was rustling over by the gates. Dark shadows stirred as Hayde wrestled with the rusty lock. He took a deep breath, removing the glove on his right hand.

He poked his dagger into the center of the lock, using his off hand to reach back into his pocket for a lockpick. Erevayn watched over Hayde’s shoulder. With a click and a crack, the iron lock popped open.

“That worked well,” Neera said, riding up to her brother as he pushed the gate inward. The bottom edge of it dragged on broken cobbles and the hinges creaked in the quiet of the early morning. Hayde remounted as more shadows stirred in the darker corners of Faulen.

Merin cleared his throat, following Hayde and Neera. Alevist paused, waiting for Erevayn to catch up.

The old warrior reached under his cloak, ensuring the two Omen Riders rode ahead with Merin before pulling something out.

“So you do have it,” Erevayn said. Alevist held the gem.

False, it whispered to the younger man. Or had it?

Alevist slipped it back into his cloak. “You know what this is, then?”

“A Martyr’s Tear.”

“It’s supposed to be. It likely is. To be honest, the markings are different from what I recall, but it’s consistent in shape.” Alevist guided their horses forward, closing the distance to the slowing group ahead. Before they were within earshot, Alevist said, “This is more important than your vengeance.”

Erevayn nodded and Alevist flexed his lower leg into the side of his horse, sending it walking forward into the streets beyond the gate. The darkness rattled in some corners; other alleyways were swallowed in an ominous silence. It appeared abandoned, but life had clearly filled the place at one time. At a time before the Reckoning.

One street over, closer to the side of the mountain, a colder air bit Erevayn’s nose. Everyone seemed to shiver in their saddles as Alevist paused to orient himself.

Clattering footsteps came from one of the nearby alleyways. Crimson eyes glowed within. Hayde reached to the side of his saddle for his spear and Neera grazed the fletching of an arrow while she prepared to pull her bow from her side pouch.

“Come out,” Merin called, keeping one hand on the reins of his horse, the other rising to restrain the Omen Riders from further action. “You can talk to us.”

The footsteps grew closer. Erevayn watched Alevist and Merin. Neither reached for a weapon, which told Erevayn to hold fast. In his pocket, his flask rubbed up against Viyala’s necklace.

Alevist leaned in by the Kul’s side. “We don’t have time, Merin.”

“We can take them with us—perhaps they don’t know the way up.”

“We aren’t taking the long way.”

Merin stared wide-eyed at his old friend, jaw clenched. “You can’t be serious. We can’t go that way.”

“No movement has been recorded in the last twenty years. None should even remain.”

Their conversation was cut short as a woman emerged from the shadows, a girl in tow. Merin turned with a smile toward the pair.

He waved them over. The two were silent, not begging nor expecting mercy. Merin reached into his saddlebag. “We cannot take you with us,” he said, staring into the woman’s crimson-steeled eyes. “But here.” He held out his hand, offering a loaf of bread wrapped in a Weaver’s cloth, which kept it warm. He also gave the woman a handful of glowing icons. “Take what you can these days, eh?”

The woman remained silent. She and the child—they looked nothing like what the stories had said. Monsters, savages. It was true you could be born the way they were now, after the crimson rains and the veins of red rock poisoned the waters. If a mere trace entered someone’s body it could change everything for the bloodline without causing madness. These were two innocent people, struggling in the shadows of Ossilith. The crimson marks lined their necks and ears and reached out from under the edges of their sleeves as tattoos or veins through the fairest skin. Traces of the verdant color in their almond-shaped eyes still lingered in that dim, crimson glow.

Hayde scanned the surroundings, shifting in his saddle. You feed one beggar, five more will approach. They likely didn’t have much time, or perhaps these two were the only ones willing to come out. Or the only two left in Faulen.

“This will get you by,” Merin said.

Did Merin know this woman?

“We must go,” the Kul said, reaching down to fold the woman’s hands in his. The little girl had scrapes and bruises, crimson showing on her skin. “Go to the Merciful Martyr on the third level in a week’s time. There you’ll find a friend of mine, Dullo.” The woman looked up to him, nodding as she pulled her daughter in close. “He can take care of you. The mountains are growing more dangerous. You don’t want to venture up there. Over the sea, that is where you’ll be safe.”

Erevayn took in his mentor’s words. How did he know so much? And Dullo? He had heard that name a few times, but never actually met the man.

The Vileborn woman nodded. Merin looked around before giving an approving nod to the woman and nudging his horse ahead. Alevist kept quiet, shooting a disapproving look over to his old friend.

The woman and child watched Erevayn as he rode by. There was a look of hope on their faces that perhaps hadn’t been there before Merin spoke to them.

“What was that about?” Erevayn leaned over in his saddle to get Alevist’s attention.

“Have your friend explain it,” the old warrior said.

A lot of things need explaining. But it seems nobody has the time to share. Erevayn hated feeling lost. Even Hayde and Neera seemed not to have an ounce of curiosity. Or they were hiding it well. Why did Erevayn feel like he was the only one missing something?

He turned around to look and see if the woman and child were still there. No one remained. They must have shifted back into the shadows of Faulen.


The streets grew darker.

The sun tried to sift through the bulky, worn-down buildings. Wooden beams braced what would have been an opening into the mountains, now blocked by a giant boulder. Crimson vines snaked from behind the boulder and held it in place.

The horses came to a halt. Alevist studied the entrance.

“You can’t be serious,” Merin said. “We can’t take this way.”

“It’s the only way,” Alevist said. “The other would be swarming with city guards by the time we reached it.”

Hayde and Neera looked at each other and sat idle, each sipping from a filtered waterskin.

Merin huffed. “You gave him your name.”

“All the more reason to put ourselves ahead of them. They’ll know where we’re headed. Galrawn’s no idiot, nor is Kythos.” Alevist hopped from his horse, walking the reins over to Hayde. “Take these, would you?”

Alevist approached the boulder, placing his hand upon it.

Erevayn heard him mumbling from a distance, the words undecipherable. Merin stood idly next to Erevayn, shaking his head. Silence held before the ground beneath began to rumble. The crimson vines reached and clawed toward Alevist’s hands as the warrior stood quietly in front of the rock. They glimmered, then glowed, began tearing at the boulder’s surface. The rock was moving.

The horses whinnied as the earth shook. Hayde handled two of the steeds, bringing them back under control. The boulder had to be twice Alevist’s height, ten times his weight; how did it move so easily?

Erevayn had never seen anything like it; nevertheless, the rock shifted. Space opened into a cavern beyond. Light crept in, casting a glow over Alevist’s shoulders as he stepped in. Alevist went back to his horse, nodding his thanks to Hayde as he took the reins back.

Alevist pulled unlit torches from his saddle, handing one to Neera and then Erevayn. Merin beckoned Erevayn over and he held out the torch, which smelled of oil. Merin closed his eyes, and a white flame burst from his hand, igniting the torch. As Merin walked his smaller horse over to Neera to repeat the operation, Erevayn looked at the torch in surprise. He had expected the working of Will to pain his Omen Mark, as holding Roven’s blade had. But he held it firm, not an ounce of Will radiating from the torch.

Ossilith built the famed cave systems in the mountains at the beginning of Maetlynd’s history. Erevayn had never seen them, only heard rumors of their existence. The vast expansive Runestone mines that used to bustle with Merin’s people—the lively Kuls.

The old Aranari beckoned the twins into the cavern. Hayde and Neera trotted by slowly, only walking ten or so paces ahead of Alevist to light the way forward. Merin and Erevayn rode in next, doing the same.

Alevist held his hand to the rock at the cavern’s mouth once more. Earth shook again from within the cavern; Erevayn fleetingly wondered if the mountain above could cave in. As the glowing crimson vines pulled the boulder back into place, Alevist became engulfed in darkness—too far for Erevayn’s white torch to reach. He heard the draw of a greatblade before light shone forth. The old warrior loped forward. The Runestone of his hilt was lit, filling the space with the light of Dawn. The softstone in the vial near the tip of the blade hummed.

Seeing that radiance fed Erevayn’s jealousy.

He tried to focus on questions to ask Merin.

Was the gem truly a Tear? Were the mountains truly so dangerous? He also still needed to ask Alevist about his father.

He let Merin move up ahead several paces before pulling his flask out. Viyala’s letter slipping out along with it. He grabbed it before it fell from his lap. She’d truly left. His heart ached, but there was hope in her letter and the Martyr’s light that he would see her again. He quietly unscrewed the top of his flask, the cold tin creating a rush in his bones. He took a sip to warm his core.

Something familiar as he journeyed once more into the unknown.


Chapter 20
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“The existence of the Tears was indeed acknowledged after the Reckoning. Some hunted them, others claimed to know where they were to gain rewards. But ultimately, none were ever found. They were deemed lost to the world, and it was assumed these artifacts were already spent when those who suffered the Vile curse turned to stone.” Tears of the Martyrs

The sadness from the procession still loomed over Kythos.

Like a woolen cloak in the hot summer, it forced him out of rest. Thelmund did his best to quell the Consular’s sorrow, but there was no escaping the solemnity caused by the death of kin. It was. And there was no undoing.

Perhaps retrieving her necklace could provide some hope. The Stained Duke Roven sitting in the dungeons below would suffer, his soul would suffer. The physical body was simply a vessel now. A vessel to tear at the heart of Galigus, once he heard of it. And that made the pain of losing Scillia somewhat bearable.

Galigus would hear. It was only a matter of time, considering Kythos had sent a spy north near the wall to harp in the so-called Stained King’s ears. He would come down to retrieve his only living son. If he did not care for Veris, it was certain he cared for his youngest. Or maybe it all meant nothing to him. Perhaps the man was more cunning than Kythos could imagine. Either way, war would break out. The Amrinil would interject; the Stained King would incur losses. No matter the High King’s desire for peace—it was too late. Scillia was dead.

Kythos sat in his grand hall, Thelmund pouring him his cup. Water was all he could drink; alcohol wouldn’t dull the pain. He had to live in it, like the rest of the plebeians who couldn’t afford to drink the quality of wine in his manor. The table was empty, the thick oak trimmed with gold. The softstone in its vase at the center lit the room, thanks to Thelmund.

Soon he would go check on Roven, but the sun was high outside. Perhaps Galrawn would be back soon. The gem would bring Kythos closer to his daughter again. He didn’t care if it was or was not truly a Tear. He wanted that piece of his daughter back.

As Kythos sat, reflecting and sipping his filtered water, he understood the privilege of his people. The pain they needn’t endure because he had done it for them. If the necklace was a Tear, Kythos would have to take that burden on. Although he already had taken on the heavy burdens of the Ver’Skyi people and their High King unifying as he said. The gem he had gifted his daughter could now provide a new way forward, if not as a Tear itself, as a symbol of Scillia’s vision of the settlements below.

Maybe curiosity about the gem would bring Stalhom himself to Ossilith. Or perhaps he would call on Kythos to bring it to him. Stalhom would understand loss more than anyone in all Maetlynd—he’d been forced to slay his own father, after all. And so perhaps he’d be willing to help Kythos if it truly was one of the rumored Tears.


Kythos’ wooden chair creaked with the droning groans of Roven’s settled corpse.

It was a corpse in all manner but movement, for it was now soulless. All Will forgive me, Kythos thought. But he knew the sacrifice. He knew what it would cost to bring change now that Telvath was growing soft.

Thelmund sat by his side, ensuring the Consular was never parched. The stirring of the fettered corpse seemed only to make Kythos thirstier. Soon Galigus would know Roven had perished. And soon his father would want to retrieve him. Perhaps Galigus would even know the rumors of Tears being able to turn back such corpses. A silly proposition. People were said to be able to survive the madness unscathed, but Kythos knew not the signs of a victim’s ability to do such a thing. Roven, by all appearances, was lost.

The heavy footsteps of Galrawn returning finally approached the dungeon. Galrawn and Elfin entered.

“Lord,” Elfin said, speaking under the wolfen mask. “Galrawn has the gem.”

Kythos tapped his filter vial on the lid of his crystalline glass, then plopped it in. He enjoyed drinking known cursed water, abusing the filters. A small semblance of the powers he had given up when taking his Mark of Honor. He waved the Stalwart over. “Give it here, then.”

The Vile beast rattled the chains about his neck and wrists, nearly pulling them from the stone walls with his new strength. Red marks perforated the monster’s tan skin.

Galrawn stepped back, his hand fumbling in his satchel. “I swear—” The captain paused, anger broaching his face.

“What is it?” Kythos asked. Thelmund jumped at the harsh tone.

“Here it is,” Galrawn said, pulling out the necklace by its chain. “Alevist Lightseeker was the one who took it. The one who slew the Blood Knight at the wedding.”

Kythos glared at the Stalwart, considering the value of Galrawn’s life. “You let him walk away?”

“I got the necklace back. I wanted to bring it here as soon as possible.”

“You idiot,” Kythos said. “If he was climbing the city, going into the mountains… then—” The rumors must have been true. It must have been Alevist who had planted a Tear in the mountains. Perhaps hidden in the Last Dragon’s lair? Kythos didn’t know. But pieces started coming together.

He grabbed for the necklace, pulling the gem close to his chest. It couldn’t be a Tear, or Alevist wouldn’t have given it back. He knew what the Tears were. But that also meant Kythos had a responsibility to send people after them. And into the mountains, there was only one place Alevist would go.

I cannot believe he still lives.

Roven’s chains rattled as the creature stirred, Galrawn eyeing it from the side, scared to move too near.

Elfin must have noticed an idea in Kythos’ eyes, for he said, “Yes, Lord?”

“Thelmund—we have hardstones?”

Thelmund came out from the shadows, nodding. “Yes, Lord.”

“Good—Elfin,” Kythos said, turning back to the Blood Knight. “If you’re going to go against Alevist Lightseeker, you need to tap into your old Form of Will. I know it was outlawed. Consider this permission.”

Elfin’s face glowed with excitement. He hadn’t touched the Blood Form since beginning his service to Kythos. The Blood Knights used to be hunters of monsters and demons. And now, Kythos would use one as his personal servant.

“You’re certain he said ‘Alevist’?” Kythos asked, turning to Galrawn.

“I am, Lord,” Galrawn said, clearing his throat. Roven stirred once more, growling as his crimson eyes locked on the captain. Where the Stained man’s wounds were before, crimson glowed, sealing them. His body still naked, the rents all across him showed some of his bone was now made of crystalline crimson. The effects of the Blight. Galrawn flinched, interrupted by the creature.

Kythos spoke to himself. “So—Lightseeker lives.” He sipped his water again, the filter searing his lips. His mind raced. The last he had seen of the man had been at the great Runestone table—at the Unity.

The last he had heard, the man’s family had been killed and Alevist disappeared. A potential murderer in any case. And to think the world once thought him their savior. To think Ossilith bade the man bury his sole Tear into the mountains to save Maetlynd.

“There is only one place he would go, Galrawn. He heads into the mountains. Likely to that Vileborn settlement. If he so easily handed you back that gem, then he has knowledge of something we don’t. You must track him. Bring him back to me.”

“You truly believe in the Tears, then?” Galrawn asked. Elfin’s face didn’t stir, stoic and still. “And that Alevist placed them?”

Kythos turned his gaze to the Stalwart. “I believe in them, and I believe Alevist knows where they are. I’m not so sure he placed all of them, but he was one of the few Trusted who survived the Reckoning.” Kythos shook his head. “I only learned later what that meant. But he’ll be able to give us answers.”

Galrawn bowed his head.

Kythos followed the man’s eyes, staring at the puddles of blood upon the stone. “Go with Elfin, since you know the mountains. Retrieve Alevist and anyone he’s with. Or kill them, it matters not to me. In fact, I’d prefer you kill them. And Elfin—Alevist was one of the finest trained warriors of the last age. All Will knows what the years have done to him.”

“Lord.” The Bloünine bowed once more.

“Don’t let me down, Galrawn.” And Galrawn too, bowed.

The pair turned up the stairs as Roven’s chains clattered. His growls faced Kythos now, and the Consular sat staring.


Chapter 21
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“The poisoning of the first Hand under King Telvath was documented as a mistake by his house’s staff. Many presumed it a plot by his successor, though Salasmir’s reputation was attested to by the Last Artisan. He was deemed worthy and chosen to continue on with what he was being trained to do.” History of Maetlynd – Year 26; AR

The sea breeze brushed against the carriage as they rode, the salt air stinging Salasmir’s nose.

Telvath’s leg jerked, his rest disturbed as the carriage crept closer to Dul’Vulgo. The wheels churned, Salasmir’s mind doing the same. Young Kent, now dead. The image of the King’s gaze still lingered; that command he had given without saying a word.

Salasmir wanted to be the one giving commands. But instead, he’d taken another life. Another soldier of his was dead of the Blight. He had thought that time behind him. He had thought he could protect those under his command. Now he saw what the King’s Unity was bringing.

More death.

The cool morning air of the grass plains made the humidity bearable. The rising sun lit up a portion of one of the watchtowers as the caravan approached. It was a beautiful work of craftsmanship. The stationed port in Finstal, the land of the Kalatari peoples, seemed well rebuilt since Salasmir had last visited. Telvath finally drifted into a bout of snoring across the carriage.

Salasmir wished for peace such as that, but was thinking instead of the dead bodies next to the blighted lake. Before they left the Tenslyd Woods, they had gone to see them. Ilteria inspected them first, then the water itself. It looked as it always had during the previous thirty or so years. Only, there was a slight crimson glow within.

Those bodies and the crimson glimmer of the blood in the moonlight that reflected off the lake wouldn’t leave his mind. If they had only listened to the warnings instead of doing what soldiers do—defying any small order for a semblance of control. They needed to learn the importance of following orders.

Salasmir wondered at the decapitated body of the soldier who likely turned first. The blood had continued dripping into the small lake. The way Kent must’ve struck him led Salasmir to appreciate the young warrior more.

The wheels of the carriage interrupted the thought, churning through the almost dry mud, which hardened as they moved closer to Dul’Vulgo.

Kent had been a fine sword. The two dead men were mangled by the young man’s blade. The jaw of the decapitated head was splayed open; torn apart likely before Kent had made any strike. The water itself had burned the soft skin inside of the mouth, making way for the teeth to extend for biting.

The other body had kept its head, and the mouth appeared the same. The Blight had likely settled in more. Perhaps the poor man fought hard against it. There were indeed stories of those who had turned the Blight on itself and forced their mind to stay true. Unfortunately, the man’s mind wasn’t strong enough, even less so with a blade still stuck inside of it. Kent had left it in the skull. The mouth itself still had a piece of him when they found the corpse, rotting with the crimson blood.

Ilteria had noticed a few unmined crimson stones near the body of water, and one within. They were glowing, but only dimly to the naked eye. It made sense that no one had come across them that deep in the woods. The path of the stones was somehow directed toward Ossilith, veins reaching back and climbing.

Salasmir looked to Telvath, thinking back to the approving look in the King’s eyes before he split Kent’s skull. The boy’s pleading; the fear in his eyes. He had likely only heard stories. He’d studied enough to understand that cutting off the area of the bite may help save him. Unfortunately, he wasn’t aware of how quickly the Gods’ curse moved into the mind. The madness was moments away; it showed itself in his pleas to cut the arm off.

A soldier, begging for a fighting arm to be cut off? The thought made Salasmir’s stomach turn, compounded as it was by his guilt at being filled with gratitude. Once more he had avoided the Blight and was not a victim of the Empyrean’s damnation. And now, Salasmir had to suffer Kent’s face in his memory. The boy’s eyes. Another soul like those in Kaneretta. Kent’s life now rested on his shoulders, as did all the others he had been commanded to take—weighing on his soul.


Morning bells ringing from Dul’Vulgo fell upon the caravan.

King Telvath sat up, his leg shaking.

“Say what you will about the savagery, Salasmir. These bastards build a fine city.” The town bustled in the early part of the day.

“Yes, Sire. It is rather impressive how they rally behind each other. The other Consulars would do well to take notes on these people,” Salasmir said. “I believe Kythos could benefit from a more hands-on approach to the lower levels of the city.”

Telvath nodded his head as the carriage continued to creak through the main gates. His eyes wandered past the curtains of the carriage. The King seemed more optimistic. Perhaps he was happy Viyala wasn’t around as a dim reminder of his old lover.

“Even their defenses, an art.” Salasmir respected the ways of the Kalatari; even he could not ignore the well-thought-out strategy of the tribe of warriors. “What do you think is a proper course of action, Sire? Do we speak of this to Consular Talanis?”

The King pondered, shifting his eyes back to Salasmir and then the carpeted flooring of the carriage. “It saddens me, Salasmir. I thought our caution all these years was warranted. But I had hoped that the curing of the Blight was a sure thing. Thousands of reports of people drinking unfiltered water without concern.” Telvath shook his head. “Now all of a sudden, two men, two of my men, turning? It scares me, Salasmir. Why would this happen again? We have no reports of crimson rains, correct?”

“Nothing of it, Sire.” Salasmir paused, staring out to the south where clouds between Maetlynd and Mercy lingered. Ungrateful Gods and Kings, the way I see it. “It wouldn’t be a bad idea to mention it, Sire. It’d give people the idea to start taking more precautions.”

Telvath shook his head. “I don’t want people to be scared. It’s my job to hold this kingdom together. And by the Martyrs, Salasmir, I shall.” He rubbed his right hand over his beard. Somehow after Kent’s death, the King had managed a trim. “We only need to secure the Badlands and Alfaney. With Kythos’ anger, I fear we may have a new enemy in the Stained and so Edelvin may become a block in the road. The Blight may be a uniting force once more, if we need it.”

Salasmir acknowledged the King’s request. “How do we keep the men quiet about it?”

“That is a job for you, my Hand. I trust you can instill the proper order into the King’s Own.” Telvath smiled. “Let us take advantage of the time and stop harping on yesterday. It’s behind us.” And he dismissed it with the wave of a hand.

Let us only hope it is behind our men, for it is surely not behind me. His failure weighed heavy on his shoulders. It may have been in the past for Telvath, but so many things seemed that way. Perhaps even the fragile nature of the Unity was about to fracture in his wake.

The carriage came to a slow stop as they entered the square in front of the citadel. The town itself was well fortified, but the Consular’s capital quarters were some of the most beautiful and well-protected buildings in all Taldreas. Sandstone pillars lined the walls, etchings and engravings carved into them all—stories of the Kalatari’s past. And of their Artisan, Olapheous. Of his famed last stand at the Gates of Hell on these very grounds. The Slayer of Monsters, before the Bloünine took on that duty.

The Kalatari guard was posted out front of the gold-inlaid wood doors. Iron chains ran from top to bottom of the threshold, pulled taut. Rows of silver- and orange-leafed flowers lined mulch beds at each level of the dais as it rose, meeting in the center where Consular Talanis now stood.

He began walking down the brownstone dais as they approached. “My brothers! Welcome to Dul’Vulgo. I hope the road was easy,” he said. “I have been doing my best to send patrols out east, though we must be careful with Omen Riders and bandits doing the same.”

The King wrapped Talanis in a great hug. “Talanis! Thank you for hosting me. This tour along Taldreas has been quite a whirlwind. I could not think of a finer final stop.”

Talanis released the hug, grinning wide. “Then we head off to the Isles, yes? I look forward to meeting face-to-face with the Anvian bastards.”

Salasmir spoke before his King could. “To warn you properly; we now have to be concerned about the threat of the Stained forces in Edelvin, depending on how they respond to what happened back in Ossilith.”

If only the Dawn City wasn’t shrouded in such mystery. Galigus kept its secrets well, rumors of the force within rarely escaping to the Unity. Galigus had already sent the Relic of the Tree used for the Kaledar Rite to the coliseum at Til’den Huff—a branch of the Dawn Tree—in order for those Kaledar who wanted it as their chosen Will to have a piece of it. It was likely to be the last trade made in good faith by Galigus.

“I heard of the Duchess’ death,” said Talanis, his head shaking. “I mourn for Kythos’ loss.”

“As do we.”

Talanis grew somber, reaching for both Salasmir and Telvath’s shoulders. “My men will be prepared to move east under command of my Kaledar if Ossilith needs aid,” he said. “I hear the Stained forces have amassed over ten thousand. It is almost a certainty we will have a war on our hands.”

The Kalatari and war. The two went together like casks and drunkards. Talanis especially was always looking for a good fight. The Aranari, on the other hand, had always taken peace first, war last.

“War, perhaps. Or Galigus realizes the fault of his sons, and the father need not suffer for their mistakes,” Salasmir said, taking Talanis by the shoulder.

The Kalatari showed a toothy smile.

“Aye. Let us go inside. We shall feast on a grand breakfast before sending you to your chambers.” Talanis pulled the King and Hand along. Talanis was lean, but his grip was fierce. His Kalatari nails nearly tore through Salasmir’s tunic.

The Hand looked back to Ilteria. Dismounting from her horse, she tended to its needs, standing in her opal gown. She peeked from under her darkened hair, her purple hued eyes meeting the gold of Salasmir’s as he turned to enter Talanis’ hall.


They enjoyed a fine breakfast.

Freshly boiled duck, biscuits, fresh bread, and eggs. After the long journey, it was much needed. Talanis raved about how prosperous the surrounding settlements of the Kalatari were becoming.

The great summer hunt’s end and the huntress’ return brought joy to Talanis’ people. The yield had been great, based on the feast. A symbol to Salasmir that the investment in the rebuild was beginning to pay dividends.

Salasmir walked with the King to his room, the open windows inside the sandstone hallways echoing the sounds of the ocean crashing into the stony shore. The Unity sigil of the Kalatari—a clawed fist bearing the short double-curved hilt of their iron blades—hung throughout the citadel. Sandstone, black, and silver lined the halls and banners.

The Kalatari house guards wore the sigil with such pride. Their own manes and fierce jaws protruded from under their scant half-helms. Their traditional armor was light; leather wraps around the torso and elbows, their black trousers with more leather padding at the knees. These were the results of the Kalatari belief that the fighter and the men next to him were good enough protection.

With the new threats of the age, the Omen Riders running a mercenary force at their backs, and the Stained Isles operating to the west, Talanis would have his desired violence soon enough.

The King’s Stalwart had already brought up his belongings from the carriage. The bed in the room was nicely made, the thick fur of a lion on the edge of it to show the high class of the chamber itself.

Salasmir bowed deeply to the King. “Sire, I must be headed to my quarters now.”

The King watched Salasmir turn toward the door. “Do you think I’m doing the right thing Salasmir?”

Salasmir stopped in his tracks, then waved the servant outside. “Sire, of course you are.” He knew what the King was asking. “I don’t think what happened in the forest should be a secret, but you’re right more often than not.”

“It does eat at me, Salasmir.”

This was a surprise to the Hand. He thought his own King had grown too hardened to Maetlynd’s struggles to care. “It will eat at me and the men, too. But if it means the Unity holds firm, I see the logic behind keeping it a secret. Perhaps it is, as you believe, an outlier.”

King Telvath walked slowly to a large stone window, facing the ocean. A cool wind blew through the window and the King’s robes moved slightly along with his hair. “Aye, I do. Stalhom need not know either.”

Wouldn’t the Last Artisan need to know about such a thing? “Lord, I—”

“That will be the last we speak of it, friend.” The High King turned toward Salasmir, smiling with his tired eyes. “We needn’t burden our souls anymore.”

Getting his men to be silent about it was enough of a burden by itself. “Aye.” For it wasn’t the King’s job. Why have a Hand if he couldn’t solve problems for him? He turned toward the door after a bow worthy of the King of Kings. “I will get some rest. Truth be told, an evening of wine and food will serve me well.”

Salasmir left the room after an approving grunt from his tired friend. He took the rest of his belongings with him as he followed the Stalwart who brought him to his quarters.

“My good lad,” Salasmir said to the guardsmen. “I need you to ensure that what happened in the Tenslyd wood is never spoken of. Our Lord High King aims to keep the peace in the land. He is going to seek guidance from the last Artisan for what to do. Until then, I need you to keep the soldiers’ word.” He was referring to the age-old tradition amongst men of honor. The word of brother to brother; the word of one who seeks true glory. Ironic, considering he had just lied.

The young man who had taken Kent’s place nodded his head, pulling his shoulders back with fierce pride. “Of course, Lord. The soldiers’ word.”

Salasmir gave the man a smile. “Thank you, Doerien. You prove yourself fit for your station. I will see to it that Galrawn takes notice and grants you the proper reward for it.”

They eventually made their way to Salasmir’s room, a Stalwart already posted outside. He would have to let Leith know as well, but starting at the bottom was a good way to instill confidence amongst men.


His things were placed tidily across his bed, a glass of wine poured out, and the curtains of the windows drawn. Salasmir walked out to look over the parapet of his personal balcony. The curtains swayed with the ocean breeze, its scent also clear. Outside, the seagulls cawed into the setting sun. The docks still bustled late in the evening.

Salasmir stood grasping his red wine, looking out over the docks as the sun’s glow reflected off the deep blue waters. His mind separated itself from politics and returned to Kent’s eyes; the sorrow and madness within. His heart felt heavy as the image of the lad’s face tore through once more, Salasmir’s empathy getting the best of him. He warmed himself to the thought of the madness settling in, and how he saw it tear apart people he loved. Kent had received mercy. Mercy.

There was a knock on his door. “One moment.” He placed the glass of wine down on the table and poured himself a little more. The knocking persisted. “One moment, damn you.” He downed his drink and moved toward the door as the tapping grew gentle, but annoying nonetheless. He nearly tore the handle out of the wood before his eyes shifted from the Stalwart whose hand was elevated before the door, toward Ilteria, who stood with a sideways smile behind the guard.

“My Lord, I hate to bother you but the lady—”

“Yes. Uhr, yes. Of course.” He swung the door open further, beckoning Ilteria to enter. She slithered past the two guards and into the quarters. “Gentlemen, you may go for the evening. Grab yourselves a drink,” he said, looking back into his room to ensure his blade lay at his bedside. The guards darted off down the hallway.

Perhaps it was better the men speak of his infidelity than of the Blight. His wife would find out eventually anyway, but he would tell her himself.

Ilteria was already making herself comfortable. She grabbed a fresh pear from the table bearing the wine. She looked beautiful with her dress flowing in the cross-breeze. The open balcony doors reflected some of the sun upon her right cheek as she turned to face him. She took up the empty glass Salasmir had used.

“I can get you another—”

“Oh hush, I am no lady worthy of such things in the presence of the Hand. You do not serve me, Lord. I serve you.” She playfully curtsied toward him, her half-grin showing the white in her teeth. Her emerald velvet robes rippled to stillness.

Ilteria held the flagon in her off-hand. She pulled it away as Salasmir reached for it, thrusting her chest in his path. He bit his lips and she laughed when she noticed. She mirrored the gesture, then turned her body away from him, still giggling, filling his glass to the brim.

“You clean up rather nicely. I don’t know if I have ever seen your eyes look so violet.”

“Well, Lord. I chose these robes from a selection provided by the local Weavers. It’s far nicer when I don’t have to do the work myself. I wanted to appear… presentable,” she said, spinning in her dress as she set down the flagon. She brought her glass to her lips.

Salasmir pulled her in as she turned around, arm wrapped around her waist, their lips touching. He brushed his tongue upon hers, then back to her lips to taste the sweetness of the wine. A hint of spice bit his tongue. Or is it just her? Her smile lifted, pulling her lips from his.

She huffed. “I quite like that.”

For a moment, even with Ilteria in his arms, he thought of Viyala. It wasn’t that he desired her. It was that he worried for her safety. After their trip along the road, he hoped that she would avoid taking the same path they had. She was always a proficient rider, and good in a fight on her own. But he could never be too certain.

Ilteria’s reassuring eyes caught his. She narrowed them as if she were reading his mind. Her competitive spirit rose and she leaned in once more, biting at his lips and beckoning him toward the bed.


Chapter 22
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“There are ancient mysteries and mythos of Maetlynd, those with beasts inside of them. Those whose spirits are haunted by something out of their control.” Deeds, Demons, and Demigods; Text from Before Reckoning

By sunrise, Viyala had already made it back to the third level of the city.

She had worked her way through narrow passages; hidden stairways and backways, byways and less so, the city streets—eventually leading her back down past the Merciful Martyr.

Uluin’s hooves struck the restructured cobbles. Shops opened but the streets were only starting to wake. She turned back to look up into the mountains, or what she could see of them over the heights of the city. She wondered if she would ever lay her eyes on Erevayn again.

The sun glowed deep in the center of the sky and sweat began to bead down her neck as she uncorked the filter from her waterskin for a lengthy sip. She held it up afterward, ensuring the filter was still intact with no cracks; the thin glass that surrounded the combined softstone shards within glowed with the sun.

‘You can never be too sure,’ her father would say. Even though the last crimson rain south of the mountains had been over a decade prior, she still did her best to protect her water.

When the court had arrived in the city three weeks before, they came in the early morning, so as to avoid the hustle. Perhaps Ossilith was like this when she was young. But the Witesands and Edelvin had been far less populated until a few years ago. Though with the Stained now likely to fully separate from the Unity, those cities may see less bustle or more, depending on how Galigus conducted war. There was a chance her father would see the first brunt of a Stained attack, or her sister would in Oberran.

The city guard took note of her as she rode through. She had learned back at the Martyr to remove her cloak before roaming into the deeper parts of the city. Her horse was already a signal enough that she was of a noble house, let alone her sharp ears and jaw, her hazel eyes, and fair skin. She turned her cloak over on the backside of her horse so as to protect it from the midday sun. Mud shot up, staining the gold trim. It would come out with water, as the Weavers designed it, but still a hassle nonetheless.

There were Weavers and Ordained in the crowd, likely non-Trueborn in blood, handing out food and fresh water. A few droned on that the city dwellers no longer needed to use filters. Odd enough. As she worked her way out of the city, the village on the outside of the walls seemed to be prospering. She slowed the horse’s stride as she heard a Stained man preaching.

“The Forgotten shall not be the Forgotten for much longer!” the man shouted to a gathering crowd. “The Forgotten Gods are your sanctuary, for the All Will protects them! Alfaney is a safe haven for you. You must come to escape the blasphemy of the Martyrs. You must come to Alfaney and bring your wares, your health, your family! The healthy and the strong are welcome to ride with those have been Forgotten, in order for us to become remembered!”

Viyala spurred Uluin on when beggars started toward her. Some even tried grabbing at her cloak, risking being struck by the steed. She rode hard and fast, anxiety growing in her chest. “I’m sorry,” she said over and over again under her breath, galloping by.

She turned to see the mass of Ossilith behind her. All nine levels shown in their glory, the top barely in sight.


The road turned west beyond the first town she passed.

After stopping to feed and water Uluin, she pressed on into the depths of the setting sun. Citizens within the town itself stared her down as she rode through, making her uneasy.

The Tenslyd ahead blocked out most of the beauty of the sun due to the vast height of some of the trees, but light still filtered through scant foliage. Some trees had still not recovered from the Reckoning, unable to go through their seasonal changes. The passage between the small rundown village and the Kalatari lands was another dial-turn or so away, so she rode on.

Small, makeshift gravestones were scattered along the road as she approached the regrowing forest. Moss had grown over them, a signal of hope to Viyala. Surely the stones were of people lost during the Reckoning, or perhaps from the aftermath of the crimson storms ten years before.

She continued to ride, moving westward at a varying pace. The Runemark upon her hip felt sore to the touch. She smiled in memory of Erevayn and their two previous evenings together.

The sun still peeked through, seeming to spiral down now as the darkness of the forest grew. Trees closer to Dul’Vulgo were living and growing again. Between the sound of her horse’s echoing hooves and weary travelers passing by, the further she went from Ossilith, the further she felt from civilization.

Fall was near, and those trees still carrying foliage shone silver and blue in the moonlight. The forest grew darker the further she rode along. Only brush and foliage remained flanking her path forward; not a person was in sight. Deep howls came from the darkness to her north and south. Her horse whinnied, rearing to turn away from the road. She patted at the side of his head to calm the beast and kept a sharp eye on the surrounding woods.

Another traveler approached from the west.

The sound of creaking wheels and horses’ hooves carried through the forest barely over Uluin’s noise. Roughly seventy or so paces away, a mounted traveling merchant rode toward them, the horse pulling a cart weighed down by goods. Even from a distance, Viyala could tell it was a man, short of stature. He wore a hooded cloak against the cool breeze. It was odd to see a cart of goods at this point on the road late in the evening, for the brigands and bandits had only recently been gotten under control. The next village was maybe another dial’s ride from where they were. At least some of that was through ever deepening vegetation and brush.

The wheels continued to creak on the dried dirt. Uluin whinnied softly as the cart grew closer. The man was more apparent now, within forty or so paces, riding calmly and steadily.

The goods inside the approaching cart rattled. It sounded to Viyala like bones clacking against each other. Iron clangs sounded, as well—maybe a few ringing pots.

Viyala’s far-too-fancy cloak was now hidden under more of the saddle. She’d learned her lesson in the slums outside Ossilith. A part of her wished she still wore it. A deep chill ran down her spine as the hooves pounding the dirt grew closer, the creaking wheels trailing on. She worked her hand nearer the hilt of her longblade held in its sheath on the side of her saddle. Maybe the merchant had news of the road ahead; perhaps he had seen the King’s caravan in the last day or so.

The cart came within a few strides. The rider’s face was covered in darkness, the shadow of the day long gone on the western horizon beneath the tree line. He pulled back on the reins of his horse as Viyala mirrored him and came to a halt, her outside hand returning to hover nearer the hilt.

“Pretty girls such as yourself shouldn’t be traveling these roads so late. Savages roam along these parts,” the man said, his voice sending a chill up her spine.

“I should say the same regarding pretty boys, out riding so late. Next village is but a dial-turn ride back east. Pulling a cart, I imagine it may take quite a bit longer,” she said, using the old way of telling time—the way they had been taught growing up, ignoring the broken timekeepers.

The man nodded, pulling his shoulders back and wincing. “You would be right. But that is my trade, see—” He pointed back at his cart. “My goods do not care about the sun or the moon. Only the marks in my pocket.”

The left side of his face bore minor scars, his skin worn, but he still held the youthful bone structure of a Haftil. His hair was thinning, but tied back nonetheless.

“I didn’t mean to scare ya,” he said. His eyes went toward her saddle, her hand still hiding near her blade opposite the man and his cart. Behind him, the small cart’s wooden railings needed replacing, oddly having the appearance of saltwater wear. Old bones rattled together inside the cart, though only those of a cow or a creature native to Anvia.

Viyala smiled. “It could have been me that scared you into stopping. I’m glad you did, though. As much as I hate to admit it, I don’t want to travel alone on these roads. How much farther ’til the next settlement?” Before he could respond, she continued, “Perhaps you have seen the King’s caravan along these roads as well?”

“Ah.” The man’s lips curled while his eyes narrowed. “One of the King’s court, then. He was indeed along this road, though they only passed through the next town. Olg’Daleth. More Kalatari than Verdant there, if that’s your sort of crowd.” The man’s eyes now smiled as well. “I would say maybe another half dial turn or so of riding. You may catch the end of the sunset once these woods end. Dul’Vulgo is still about a few dial turns west. But Olg’Daleth gets the benefit of all the trade without the snobby nobles wandering around.” He chortled. “Mention my name when you get there. It’s Dullo. They will give you housing at the local tavern for half price for having crossed paths with me. In fact…”

He reached into his pocket. Viyala tightened her grip again, but he only pulled out a coin. He flicked it to her and it spun through the air, shining silver in the dim light of the forest. She grabbed it while Uluin tugged at his reins, her fingers running across Dullo’s likeness on the coin.

Viyala smiled. “Thank you, Mr. Dullo.” She held it securely in her hands and pulled it to her chest like a bundle of flowers.

“No problem. I am something of a ‘forger’ myself. No Weaver. That’s to be certain. But who says you need magicks to make people smile.” A bigger smile spread across his face revealed a missing canine. His ears weren’t pointy, though closer now, he seemed much smaller in stature; made more unassuming by the cloak wrapped about him.

Half-blooded? Viyala chuckled and reached out to shake the rider’s hand. Dullo responded in kind, his small grip meeting hers. Up close, his face appeared young, but scars peeked from the top of his tunic. On noticing her gaze, he moved his hand to cover them.

He bowed respectfully. “Ride fast the rest of the way. Don’t be spending too much time this deep in the woods.”

“You too, good sir. I won’t hold you any longer.” Viyala kept her eyes on the traveler. Dullo then gently cracked the reins, and his horse tugged the cart along the dried gravel.

He made it at least twenty paces before Viyala relaxed. She patted Uluin’s face, pressing her nose against his mane as he nodded. She reached for either side of her saddlebag to check on her longblade and dagger.

“’Ello, love.” The voice startled her.

Uluin bucked, jerking her from his back. She reached for Uluin’s reins again but the horse bucked back, throwing off her balance. When he came back down, she pulled both her blades from the saddle as quickly as she could. She turned to face the tree line, but two larger bodies came down upon her. She screamed in anger, restrained then, though still trying to weave her blades under the arm of the target on her right. She cut the side of his torso, and he dropped his grasp. The large fellow stumbled back as blood started to spill from his now-loose shirt.

“The bitch cut me,” he yelled, holding his hand on his side and looking at the blood that stained it.

The other fellow punched Viyala in the gut. She folded over his fist, the wind leaving her lungs. Recovering, she rose fast to send her blade through the second man’s chest.

He dodged the piercing strike and threw her to the ground. She gasped, trying to suck air into her lungs as the man stood over her. He ground his foot into her hand while the first man—still holding his side—stepped on her opposite forearm, snarling.

“Fancy weapons for a fancy lady. We’re going to take those,” the injured man said with the same piercing, raspy, disgusting voice. Viyala looked up to see two more men and a woman, the latter reaching for Uluin’s reins.

They wore thin, ragged leather garb. One wielded a shortblade of his own. The biggest held a battle axe in his off-hand and a longblade in his right. The woman caught the dagger that her companion had tossed over, taking a nibble at the sharp end of the blade. She nicked herself at the edge of her mouth.

“Bitch keeps a sharp blade.”

“Fine piece of weaponry indeed,” a more refined voice said. It must have been the much larger man with the battleaxe. “Is this the one?”

The crass woman nodded. “Looks like the description. Let’s make it quick. Make it look like what it is,” she said, smiling at Viyala. “Brigands along the road.”

She was angry at herself for missing their approach, surely as the cart rolled away. Maybe they came during her conversation with the traveler. Perhaps he had distracted her on purpose. Bastard. I should know better.

“Excuse me.” A reassuring, familiar voice. Viyala looked to her left to see Dullo, only he was on foot. He’d pulled his cart over and settled his horse farther down the road. Viyala struggled, trying to pull her arm free from the two feet on her wrists.

“What do you want, you old twat?” the woman demanded.

Dullo smiled. “That’s no way to speak respectfully, my friend.”

Viyala grunted some more, trying to free her forearm to grab for her longblade. If she reached it, she would be fighting with only one weapon. But in times of desperation, any hand is better than no hand at all.

“I will give you a count of ten to let her go,” Dullo said. His voice was collected and measured. It reminded her of the voice she had heard that early morning.

Alevist.

“Who do you think you are?” The refined man rolled his shoulders back, his gaze locked on the much shorter Dullo. With him standing now, Viyala noticed how much smaller he really was. He must have been a little over half her height.

We are fucked.

“The little fuck thinks he can stop us in the middle of the road. We’re gonna take your cart down there, and burn all the shite you carry.”

Goodness, that woman needs a lesson in manners.

The man standing on her left forearm twisted his foot as he turned toward Dullo.

“I’m at three.” Dullo locked eyes with Viyala.

“Listen you little rat—” battleaxe, the one standing at the tree line, hardly finished his sentence before a growl emanated from Dullo’s chest. His eyes began to glow a deep yellow.

A Turner. He grew nearly three feet in height, tearing out of his clothes. His shirt ripped down to his pelvis and hung about his waist, covering the rest of him. Claws grew from his hands, flexing. His neck cranked back in the evening light and a burnt, orange fur covered his skin. In the lengthening shadows, the vibrant color was dim.

Viyala shut her eyes when Dullo leaped. The tension on Viyala’s right arm disappeared at the same time as a dull thud echoed through the still air. Sickening cracks and cries, and then the boot on her other arm disappeared. She opened her eyes to see a man strike down on Dullo, who had ripped the throat out of the first man. With a quick swipe, he struck the other man down into the mud next to her and leapt atop him to feast. She rolled over, sliding to grab at her longblade before jolting up. Dullo was on top of the first man. He moved with a blinding quickness.

She charged toward the tree line where the woman drew back a bow aimed at Dullo. He was too busy tearing that man apart to notice. Viyala tried to yell a warning, but it was too late. The woman fired. The arrow stuck deep into the gray-orange fur, drawing blood. Dullo let out a fierce howl, glaring at the attacker. The woman dropped her bow to draw a shortblade of her own, ignoring Viyala.

She pounced toward the bandit, grabbing her dropped dagger as she rolled forward. She stood and slashed the woman’s stomach with both of her blades, barely feeling resistance. Her target’s entrails dumped to her ankles.

Dullo had luckily seen Viyala—at least she thought so—and ignored her as she cut down the woman. He hesitated, then pulled himself off the body he’d mangled.

The other bandit swung his large axe down on her. Raising her blades, she blocked the steel enough to shift its weight, tossing herself out of the way. The heavy blow numbed her fingers and her swords fell from her grip as she dodged.

The man turned, forgetting Dullo. Orange fur flashed before Viyala as she swung around, reaching for her weapons. The larger man appeared much smaller next to the transformed Dullo.

He parried the first claw strike from Dullo, who then went to all fours and spun around the counterattack. Dullo snapped his teeth, his one remaining canine tearing into the man’s neck. The brigand’s long blade met nothing but air. A scream—blood gurgling in his throat. He reached up with what strength he had, barely pressing against the pooling blood as it dripped down onto his torn clothes.

Viyala picked up the bow the woman had dropped, nocked an arrow from her bloodied quiver, and fired at another man running away. He had only made it thirty or so paces before the arrow struck deep into his leg, forcing him to the ground. He kept crawling, screaming in fear.

Dullo continued feasting on the larger bandit, ripping his arms from his sides before biting down on his head. Viyala forced her frozen limbs to yield, slowly backing away. Turners were known to lose control. Blood pooled under him, one of the arms still in his mouth.

His yellow eyes turned to Viyala, the smell of open entrails choking the air. He breathed heavily, looking to Uluin, who had trampled over to his cart, and then back to Viyala. Dullo was in there, she could see it. But she hardly knew him. What’s stopping him from tearing me apart?

He breathed more, the ragged and wet sound blending with the whimpering of the fleeing man crawling on the road behind her. Dullo bolted toward her and she crouched, shutting her eyes. It was too late to riposte. The wind swept from Dullo’s strides, the creature blowing by her, and moments later, loud screams followed. Blood curdling screams. Dullo tore the crawling bandit apart.

Maybe he would take her last. She ran toward Uluin, who fortunately hadn’t abandoned her.

She kept her ears pinned back while she ran, listening for the approaching footfalls of the beast. Mounting Uluin, she twisted around to see only a small man, covered in blood. He was forty or so paces from her. She slumped against the saddle.

She pulled back on the reins, turning Uluin around to ride in Dullo’s direction. The gnomish figure grew nearer. Half Haftil, half Gnomlin. She saw it now. The sharp features of a Haftil’s jaw and chipped ears. The Gnomlin chin and boxy head. She hadn’t been expecting it, but there it was. The man that saved her. His shirt draped over his waist as he sat on his ass in the dirt, chest heaving. Blood dripped from a hole in his shoulder, the quarrel from before still clutched in his left hand.

“Thank you,” Viyala said, her voice shaking. Around him lay the bodies of the three he had torn to shreds. Viyala’s kill looked the most peaceful, even with the stink of her entrails.

A smile crossed his face. Blood continued to drip onto his chin. His single canine looked set in place, though much smaller than when he had turned. “You can’t… No one can know. Please.”

Before she could respond, he fell facedown, dropping the arrow to his side. Blood pooled around him. Viyala gripped him, careful not to move the shirt about his waist as she lifted him over Uluin’s back. It was the least she could do.


Chapter 23
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“The names of all those Trusted were never truly known.” The Book of Nine Runes

Drops of water echoed, amplifying the growing fear in that dark cavern.

Merin tried reining in his anger toward his old friend, though somehow he now felt more responsible for leading them down such a dangerous path. As they rode, the rationale eased his mind. The Consular’s men would be trailing them, and the route they were on would put them a day or two ahead.

The more Merin pondered, the more he thought how unreasonable it would have been for anybody to make the treacherous journey to Baudin’s Gate. Nobody should be able to reach it. Nobody was supposed to.

Omens, Merin swore. He had never even seen the gate himself. A week’s travel from his brother’s settlement. That’s all he knew—the stories his friends in the mountains told. How the screams would echo, only drowned out by the Twin Falls at the northern edge.

Stories. Though Merin knew better.

As they moved through various caverns behind Alevist’s guiding light, Merin took notice of the crevices they passed. Caves within caves. The old Runestone mines, where soft- and hardstones were extracted. Now emptied, and still stalactites and stalagmites mottled the cave walls and floors. His kin used to be the primary deliverers of such stone, but now the mountains had run dry. Unlike the Cleavers of old, the young generation focused on crafting the new currency—integrating the systems that provided clean water to the major cities—and had stopped hunting for new stone.

Perhaps it was a good thing, for Stalhom had gotten far too liberal with whom he had been giving Marks to. That concept, Merin had learned, was wholly made by the Artisans of old. One he intended on exposing when the time was right. But how much revelation could an already fractured kingdom take?

As they clattered over the shale floor into the deeper darkness, Merin couldn’t help but feel the weight of his bloodline, almost entirely lost in the Reckoning. How few remained. Those that did were hard to find, mostly near Edelvin or on the Isles with Stalhom himself, working on some project none could speak of.

If only he’d taken on the role as the Kul Consular. He’d opted to miss the meeting of Unity in favor of helping his maddened brother get through the curse. Fortunately, it had worked. All at the cost of losing most of his own people, a cost which laid heavily upon him.

Erevayn rode close behind Merin as they moved through the cave. The fool thought Merin couldn’t hear him twiddle with his flask, but soon that would run dry, so it made no difference. The boy perhaps needed the courage more than most. The weight he must have felt from Scillia’s death; and now Viyala leaving.

Merin wanted to get the thoughts of what lay deeper in the mountains far from his mind. The crimson-marked had mentioned it before, and so he avoided the route altogether. If the beasts of old were truly within, the mountain passes were too small for creatures of their girth to manage. But to enter such a beast’s lair would be inviting unwarranted danger. Their situation called for it, by Alevist’s judgment. And that used to mean something, so Merin followed along.

Merin turned to speak over his shoulder, still holding up his white-flamed torch in the other hand. “Was she sad to go, at least?”

Erevayn’s head shot up, distracted by thoughts from within. He managed a chuckle. “She—she was sad to go. She was very happy to see you again, Merin.”

“Well,” Merin began, “she was obviously a bit more happy to see you. At least, one would deduce.” He smiled.

“Aye, she was,” he said. “I don’t know if I’ll see her again, Mer.” His voice trailed off at the end.

“Aye—but perhaps you will.”

Erevayn trotted forward, pulling his steed beside Merin to lean in closer. “What are these Tears? I thought they were part of the stories you used to tell, and only that.”

“Aye,” Merin said. “They are stories. But there is also truth to them. I am sure there are those who’ve embellished them. Alevist never would. He was the one they told the stories about. In fact—I’ve told you a few of his exploits over the years.”

Hayde and Neera rode in front of them. Merin thought of his plans as he studied the twins. Did Galigus send them as confidants for the wedding, or was it a coincidence? And the more Merin stepped away from the events that occurred, the more he thought on how Galigus might have been trying to force his hand.

The twins need not know, nor Erevayn.

“So then, that is the truth of why we’re here? Because of the Tears?”

Merin shrugged, returning from his musings. “There wasn’t a safe place to tell you back there. It is important to return the Tear—or at least ensuring it is the one Alevist knows of. If it's not, we’d have bigger problems.”

“Like what?”

Merin held pace behind Neera and Hayde. Both seemed to be taking in their surroundings well, but the quietness of the depths all but ensured they heard every word. Perhaps a genuine mission would entice them further, but Merin knew too little of them to be sure.

“It doesn’t matter right now,” Merin said. He halted his horse and leaned in closer to speak quietly. “Alevist may have your best interest at heart, truly. For—for your father’s sake.” He took a deep breath, choosing his words carefully. It ate at him; the truth of it. “But since his old days, he has had one thing on his mind. Vengeance. It soiled his soul from the moment he was gifted a second chance. It changed him. As it would most men. The shame of it was—I never thought him to be most men.”

Erevayn flapped his reins to get his horse walking again. “I already understand, Merin. I have no choice. He has wisdom I need—”

“There’s always a choice,” Merin interrupted. “Never forget that. If I taught you anything—there is always a choice.” He used the crunching of gravel under hooves to hide his words. “Vengeance must still be on your mind, though I know you desire to learn more about your father through Alevist. Alevist’s desire for his own vengeance has a face, and I believe he may be hiding that from us. You? Your enemy has no face. It is an ideal as much as anything else. You could kill ceaselessly and never feel the weight of your loss lifted off of your shoulders. You must forgive yourself. No training he gives you will show you that.”

Merin watched, making sure Erevayn listened.

How much had Merin truly let him down? It was only now that Merin understood what he needed to do. Alevist may have to train Erevayn. But if Alevist wasn’t going to be his father, then that was what Merin would be.

Erevayn’s silence nudged his instincts.

“Do not feel guilt either for your feelings toward Viyala.” Merin smiled now, keeping his gaze forward as Alevist turned to look back, nodding his head to indicate a fork in the cave system. “I remember you two as children. And it was passion if not love at first tackle between you two. It wasn’t your fault duty pulled you elsewhere. And it wasn’t your fault that duty led you to a truer love still.”

“You’re right,” Erevayn said, breaking his silence as they turned the corner. “You always are. And I am ungrateful for not always appreciating it. I am sorry for that, Merin.” His words struck Merin, for he felt he had rarely got through to him over the last six years. Perhaps it was the liquor finally sinking in, forcing the truth out as it always had. Erevayn always seemed to keep enough in him to function, but not enough to fall off his horse.

“It’s okay to let yourself hurt. Perhaps in time—” Merin sighed, “—you can trust Alevist as your new teacher.”

Surprise ran across Erevayn’s face.

“Just be wary. The Alevist I knew before the Reckoning wouldn’t let something like vengeance cloud his judgement. But there is something different driving him.” Merin suspected it when he first saw Alevist strike down Untao. The hatred in his eyes. And though he had told Merin that vengeance came second, Alevist’s will knew no bounds.
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After a decent ascent and a couple more dial-turns, they reached a point of rest.

Neera volunteered to take the first watch, and Erevayn didn’t object.

It was pleasant to see the twins so connected, even more so since Neera was healing well. Her side still clearly pained her, though she winced less and less. Two days after the injury, Alevist’s magick appeared to be working.

Merin lit another white-flamed fire. Hayde lay his bedroll next to it, the flames burning warm in a small circle, granting respite from the cool mountain air.

Everyone noticed a smell of rot deep within the mountain. Both Alevist and Merin turned in immediately, dismissing the stench as the air shifted in the opposite direction. They seemed to know the importance of their rest for whatever lay ahead.

Erevayn still couldn’t believe Merin was trying to hand him off. Although Alevist was removing Erevayn’s Omen Mark, or—Erevayn suspected—already had, he still wanted Merin to teach him the ways of other Runeforms. If he wasn’t going to be a Kaledar, Merin would be the one he trusted with that. Alevist was a different matter.


When Erevayn awoke, Alevist was stoking the white flame. Neera had gone down for rest.

Erevayn pulled himself out of his bedroll and tied it to his horse’s rear saddlebag. He did his best to move about in silence, but the echoes shouted back at him.

Alevist, sitting in a meditative posture, beckoned him over. It was nothing Erevayn ever learned as a Kaledar, so perhaps it was an ancient routine of the Orders.

He examined his potential new master, sticking his tongue in his cheek before attempting to plop himself down in the same position. He had his scabbard in hand as Alevist did and laid it across his lap the same way. Crossing his legs was difficult. He hadn’t realized how tight his trousers were.

Alevist remained silent, so perhaps it was another test. More training. Erevayn didn’t want to be the first to speak, but the alcohol that lulled him to sleep had left his system.

“What are you doing?”

Alevist smirked. “Thinking.”

Merin was sound asleep. Hayde and Neera, too, as none stirred.

“I recognize your name, you know. Not only from the early stories my mother told me. But from my Kaledar schooling. You were the most famous of all the Daemonine.”

“I come from a bloodline of famous Knights of the Nine Runes, as do you through your father’s line.” Alevist spoke barely above a whisper. “Your father did the most right by the family name, though. No matter what you may think, your wrongs don’t measure up to those of your line in the ages of old.”

Erevayn nodded. All he had done wasn’t half bad to begin with. It was all justified, of course. But he nodded anyway. “Are you going to tell me more about Scillia’s necklace?”

“Her necklace was a decoy,” Alevist said. “I sent it to her in order to draw out Untao.” Merin stirred, and Alevist paused for a moment before resuming. “But what you truly want to know—is about the Tears?”

Was he really that predictable? But he let Alevist continue without protest.

“Tears are said to have many uses. Their only use that I know is to feed the earth. After I set two in the land, we were able to fend off the invaders from Mercy. There are other uses, though I can’t pretend to know much. Some believed they could grant powers. Duliath was one, if you’ve heard of him.”

“The tragedy of Dul’s Bane. The blade forged with a Tear before he stabbed himself with it. Other than that, our instructors would only speak with reverence toward the supposed Trusted, whose names were mostly mystery and rumor besides.”

“Before Aranor died, he crafted me a special Runestone. He said it had been augmented by his very own essence. He then died fighting in the siege of Edelvin, making me place the Tear.” Alevist’s golden gaze wandered. “Why he chose me, I can only guess. And from what I do know, it wasn’t normal for an Artisan to do that. Most of the other stories tell of Artisans taken by Blight, their Will imbued into their Trusted’s Runestone.” He pulled the Tear-shaped gem from his cloak. “I can’t pretend to know the intention of the Artisans, only the ones I knew. And even then, I wasn’t given much reason as to why Aranor sacrificed himself for me to use his stone—to be his Trusted.”

“And so you had Ossilith’s and Aranor’s?” Erevayn asked.

“Yes, though I wasn’t Ossilith’s Trusted. Kanter died before he could place his stone. I took responsibility and put it in the ground before the Bloünine could get to it. That was before I stopped the Bloünine’s lead knight, Harglon.”

Erevayn nodded. “You said there were more ways it could be used?”

“I’m sure there are. Ways that stem back to the very creation of the Artisans, before their exile from Mersianei. But the All Will works mysteriously, as do the Old Gods.”

“You mention both the All Will and the Old Gods,” Erevayn said, shifting on the gravel. “I find that unusual.”

“Both can’t exist?”

“It’s not usual for somebody to deify both, is all. I figured most in the Unity regard the All Will to be the head of the Empyrean and the Martyrs, each patrons of the One God. Those of the Forgotten believe the All Will and the Martyrs were only pawns. That the true Gods died ages ago.”

Alevist smiled, turning his eyes toward the darkness. “The Martyrs weren’t pawns, that I assure you. And as far as the All Will is concerned, my faith in that waned after the Reckoning. What greater being would want such a curse in lands it had hoped to create? When the Artisans were exiled, that was their hope at least. To create for the All Will.” Alevist sighed, trying to catch his breath. “But Aranor believed in it like it was his own father.”

The man had seen far more than Erevayn perhaps ever would. He wanted to argue with the disbelief in the All Will. But humility is timeless, so his mother would say.

“You didn’t take your Runestone with you,” Alevist said, interrupting his train of thought.

Erevayn grew excited at the mention of the Runestone. Of how close he was to it once again. His left shoulder ached with pain still, and the mention of the ancient stone scorched it with more fury. “You didn’t mention that I should.”

“Here.” Alevist reached into his pocket, pulling out the same stone. It looked much cleaner than before. “Don’t lose it.”

There was a brief silence between the two Aranari. Erevayn finally asked, “And what of these Bloünine?”

Alevist peered into the depths. “Don’t worry about that now,” he said, his voice rising. “We’ll focus on your training first. Prioritize this Tear. Then, we will worry about getting what you seek. Truthfully, Erevayn, I seek it too.”

“Why?”

Alevist rose. “You’re a Gods-damned child, you know that?” He shook his head, grabbing his scabbard and belt. “Let’s get them up. We move now. There’s a gleam of light not two thousand strides on the other side of the cavern.”


“It’s a short ride across the open cavern,” Alevist said. “Though perhaps I should mention we need to move quietly now. I tried timing it—if there is something out there, we should be safe.”

“Should?” Hayde interrupted, keeping his voice down. “What do you mean, ‘should’?”

“There are myths and legends about these mountains. And truthfully, I haven’t traveled through them since the damn Reckoning. By then, the protectors had already wiped them out.” Dragons, Erevayn thought. The same dragons that abandoned Maetlynd when the forces from Mercy sent their assault.

Neera spoke up. “What beasts should we be worried about?”

Erevayn stood tall and shook out his neck, limbering up for a fight. His shoulder was already feeling better, even without the alcohol in him.

“This deep in the mountains? It would likely be traulths. We’re close to the western shores now.”

There was a faint smell of salt water in the cooling breeze. “Then we should get moving?” Erevayn asked.

Alevist nodded. “Quietly.”

“Our marks, warrior,” Hayde said. There was a reluctance about his asking, as if he hadn’t wanted to.

Does he truly care about the money?

Neera glanced side-eyed at her brother, though kept silent as he held his hand out toward Alevist.

“Aye,” Alevist said, reaching into his saddlebag. “Keep it tight to the inner straps. We don’t want to make noise.”

Hayde caught the bag, wiggling it in his hands to hear the coin within. Satisfied, he opened the flap on the side of his horse’s saddle and plopped it in.

Erevayn looked to the silent Merin as they mounted up. He’d never seen that sort of fear in his mentor’s eyes.


Chapter 24
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“Halvayne Godkiller was rumored to speak to both Gods and Devils, never quite agreeing with either.” Folktale told by Hardranian Bards

Steyvin hated having his wrists bound.

To his right and left, bodies were flung off the helm of the ship. Steyvin’s knees dug into the wooden deck, where he was forced to kneel between Bryseis and Ilatu, Lyndel on the other side of his brother. His ankles, also bound by the Hardranian leader, ached. The sun peeked out over the eastern horizon.

With his blade out of reach, Steyvin felt powerless.

The Weaver, also, was stripped of weapons, the hardstone upon her bracers thrown into the pile of five blades in sight on the deck below. Steyvin’s gaze stayed locked on the weapons—as did Ilatu’s.

“It is strange, no? Not being able to call them to you,” the bellowing voice said.

Steyvin peeled his sight from the weapons, peering up at the mass of his captor. He spat onto the deck.

“You know, you Runeborn always think you are so special. I too am like you, see?” The man pulled his sleeve up on his wrist, showing an unwoven Mark. The massive forearm had the thickness of a small tree trunk. The Mark itself had the inherent silver hue showing through the man’s dark skin.

“We aren’t special,” Steyvin said. He meant it. He had failed in his mission, while barely out of the harbor. “Even you could catch Silderai Kaledar by surprise, savage.”

“You will call me Halvayne. And now, I am your captain, and the captain of this vessel.” He scowled at Lyndel. “We found you right where we thought you would be.”

“We just signed an armistice; your people and mine. We killed a bunch of you and forced you back to Hardrada with your tails between your legs,” Ilatu said.

A part of Steyvin wanted to plead with his brother to keep quiet. This man meant harm to them, that much was apparent. Though we aren’t dead, Steyvin thought.

Halvayne nodded. “That is true.”

“How did you find us?” Steyvin asked, adjusting his knees as they dug uncomfortably into the deck of the ship.

Lyndel seemed the most disquieted of them all.

The other three had Runemarks; at least there was reason and ransom to keep them alive. His ship was all he had of value and it was no longer his. He had witnessed the bodies of his men being tossed overboard the entire morning.

“We trailed you from your shores. Our vessels move faster than yours. And we’re far better sailors than you,” Halvayne said, looking at Lyndel. He grinned, a conniving gleam in his eyes. “You transport women, yes? From Anvia to the base of the northern Kull? We are happy to rid our world of your scum.” His snarl accentuated a twitching left cheek, cresting with a dimple that lined into a scar. The old wound rose to the edge of his left eye.

“I don’t even know who you are,” Lyndel said.

“You wouldn’t. We had no reason to truly kill you, other than our suspicions. Your ships were worth nothing, until you began transporting this precious cargo.” Halvayne gestured to Steyvin and Ilatu, squatting down before Lyndel. “And now, we have another Tear added to our collection.” His eyes veered to Steyvin.

Two sets of heavy hands grabbed Steyvin. He struggled, knees scraping and clawing at the wood of the deck. One of Halvayne’s other men walked over, sharing his captain’s smile. He reached down, drawing a knife from his waist and sliced Steyvin’s bag free.

Steyvin found himself face-down on the deck. The marks on his cheeks smoldered hot.

“You see, we have been looking for these,” Halvayne said, lifting Steyvin’s satchel. “And we knew you would have one. Our Seer said as much.”

“What are you fucking on about?” Steyvin said. He shifted, choking on the cold morning air. Blood and grime from the deck clung to him.

“This is the beginning of a long, tenuous relationship my friends. A fourth Tear in the hands of Halvayne the Wild, killer of Gods.” Halvayne reached his hand in the satchel, his face growing confused as he shuffled through it, finding nothing.

Halvayne drew his blade and held it to Steyvin’s throat. “Where is it?”

“We don’t have a Tear.”

Halvayne pulled the blade away, narrowing his eyes. “Your father is Shrinale, yes?”

“Aye,” Ilatu said, lip curling.

Halvayne’s eyes drifted to Steyvin’s younger brother, the Hardranian’s anger dissipating. “Ceranna will know,” he said. “I must have misconstrued something, but that doesn’t change what’s going to happen to you, Lyndel.” He walked over to the ship’s captain, his left cheek twitching. “You will no longer torment the races who struggle to survive. Your kind is not welcome in our Maetlynd, no matter what the All Will permits.”

Halvayne lifted his blade as Lyndel’s eyes widened in fear. The wood below him darkened with piss. “Wait, wa—”

Then Halvayne slashed, separating the captain’s head from his shoulders. Ilatu squinted, the blood splattering on his face. Bryseis too had turned her head to avoid the grisly sight. Steyvin didn’t flinch, holding his face frozen and impassive.

Halvayne’s men cheered as he wiped the blood from his straight blade. He locked eyes with Steyvin. The massive man’s lips narrowed and his face held no emotion as he stepped over Lyndel’s rolling head.

“Take them to the brig. We sail north.”


Steyvin curled up in his hammock.

The iron cage clacked as the boat swayed. There was no telling how many days had passed. They should certainly have been at the wedding already. His cage rattled against the creaking wood as he looked over to his brother.

Ilatu lay on the floor, doing his best to rest.

Halvayne had prevented them from achieving their plan—they would never find the Tear in time. And besides, they’d have to fight a force of Hardranians to claim it. They had missed the wedding, and now they had no further leads on how to reach their enemy. An enemy who wasn’t known.

But here the brothers stayed, still out on the open waters. Brigands had sunk their ship, Lyndel had died, and Martyrs knew where Bryseis had been taken. Martyrs’ sake, he had let her down too.

Halvayne seemed a crafty and reasonable man, given the circumstances. He gave them a fair amount of food—three squares a day. And he allowed them a hammock to sleep in.

Heavy footsteps sounded on the steps behind Steyvin’s cage. He had heard thwacking sails and slapping waves a few dials prior; perhaps another ship bringing reinforcements or taking men off. Halvayne’s tattered boots creaked and Ilatu stirred awake.

“Good evening, my Silders,” he said. “My Seer has joined us. You will be coming to my quarters soon enough to speak with her. It turns out that the wedding you were headed to didn’t go as planned. A Bloünine killed the Consular’s daughter. Her Tear has gone missing, somewhere in the mountains over the Verdant city.”

So he knows about the Tear at the wedding, Steyvin thought.

“Why does that matter to us?” Ilatu asked, pulling himself back against the iron bars.

Halvayne smiled. “The young pup speaks. Well, young pup.” The Hardranian knelt down next to the iron bars. “You two are going to help us get the Tear that disappeared from the wedding. My men failed to bring it out.”

“You’re one of those fucking extremists?” Steyvin scoffed, shaking his head in disbelief.

“I had a few of my men disguised amongst the ranks of those zealots. They failed. If they were on deck of this ship now, they would have met the same fate as your friend Lyndel.

“No matter,” he continued. “We make for the Witesands. We will be given resources for a chase, and chase we will. That, or you’ll fail at what your father has set out for you.” He walked back toward the stairs, turning and raising a finger as if he had forgotten something important. “You both did as well as he expected.”

His heavy footsteps echoed up the staircase, along with his self-indulgent laugh.

“What do you mean? Where is Bryseis?” Steyvin yelled up after him.

The laugh cut off with the slam of a door above.


Chapter 25
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“No one knows what the process of placing an Artisan’s essence looks like. No one has lived to see it. And those who did in times past, were Trusted to never let it be known; for a maligned enemy could come up with a way to force an Artisan to their Will—and steal their essence.” Tears of the Fallen; 1AR

Darkness seeped in around them, their horses advancing between the shale and the mountain floor.

They could only make out twenty paces ahead. The walls of the space eluded Erevayn, the sensation of falling growing within.

“My brother will find us as long as we make it to the end of this cavern,” Merin spoke softly into the darkness.

Alevist looked back at his old friend, his expression mild as he nodded.

Both men’s movements seemed wrong.

A distant glimmer of light beckoned, a rumbling within the cavern. Gravel crunched along the unseen wall to Erevayn’s left. Water dripping from stalactites pulsed in the golden-white flame of Alevist’s torch.

Alevist halted the group, holding up a tight fist. He shifted the torch into his other hand. That deep growl grew louder, the darkness sitting more ominous still. Erevayn pulled up closer to his Liege, Merin close behind. A deep roar echoed from the depths of the cavern to Erevayn’s left.

It was close. Too close.

The horses reared and Neera was nearly thrown from behind Hayde’s saddle. A massive creature jolted from the darkness. Alevist drew his blade and it hummed to life. “Traulth!”

Erevayn struggled to steady his own mount. Neera and Hayde fell from theirs, the horse bolting back in the direction of their encampment. Merin leapt off his panicked mount, drawing his ax. The weapon glowed a verdant, humming green, clashing with the white flame of his torch. He shooed his horse off to follow Hayde and Neera’s, perhaps to summon it back later; Merin did always have a way with horses.

The massive traulth lurched toward them. Two uneven horns grew from its chin. A third horn was embedded between its ice blue eyes, showing through the darkness with every blink. The rugged bone lodged into the beast’s nose. Its grayish blue skin shone under the white fur that studded every crevice of its body.

Alevist dismounted, whispering something into the ear of his steed. Erevayn followed suit.

The traulth was twice Erevayn’s size. The further the beast lurched into the golden-white light of Alevist’s blade, the taller it seemed to stand, as it rolled its grizzled shoulders back. Blood dripped from its mouth. More dried blood caressed the tip of the horn driven into its chin. Divots of crimson coursed over the exposed bone, surrounding weak points of its body, similar to the Haltrishar.

Alevist stepped forward first as Neera’s arrow flew over his head, striking the beast in the shoulder. It charged.

Alevist turned his step into a run. It swung its claws at Alevist and he dodged, rolling under and to the side of the traulth. Erevayn followed his master, moving in the opposite direction of the beast’s next off-balance swing, riposting in unison with Alevist.

Arrows from Neera and Hayde leapt through the air, sinking into the beast’s right shoulder as it reached for Alevist. Alevist went over the top of the grasping claws, slicing down on the elbow. His blade glimmered gold, crushing clean through the calcified bone that protected the limb. As Alevist’s blade reflected, Erevayn ducked, losing his torch as he reached to strike at the monster’s right knee. The bone deflected Erevayn’s runic silvered steel, the two-handed sword vibrating as he rolled under.

Merin and the twins ducked out of the way as the traulth reared, grabbing at its wrist and howling. Merin tripped on Neera’s heels as they ran to the side of the whirling monster. The beast focused its ice-blue gaze on the recovering Merin. He shoved Neera out of the way.

“Erevayn!” he shouted. The Kul grabbed Erevayn’s discarded torch in his off hand. As the traulth charged, Merin pulled himself underneath the swipe and sliced behind the beast’s right ankle, spinning and rolling on one knee to cut the back of the other with the hum of Primordial light. The second slice wasn’t as successful; Merin’s hatchet got caught, glowing, in the traulth’s heel, forcing the Kul to dive out of the way. The green of his axe’s blade glowed even without his hands upon the haft. White mist poured out with the creature’s icy cold purple blood, searing the wound closed around his hatchet.

The traulth twisted back as Merin shifted out of the way, leaving his ax behind to avoid the creature’s next swipe. The glow of the blade flickered out, the ax falling to the shale. Merin pulled out his beaming shortblade, glowing the same darkened green.

The twins loosed two more arrows as Erevayn and Alevist charged back in Merin’s direction. One clacked off the beast’s elbow, more bone absorbing the blow. The other struck the base of the neck and torso. Hayde and Neera, not waiting to see if the arrows landed, ran to different positions to line up following shots.

The traulth’s roar echoed deep into the cavern, the ground shaking, stopping master and apprentice in their tracks. The beast reached down to the ax-wound at its heel.

Alevist took the opportunity, forcing Erevayn back. He ran toward the creature, leaping up at it. Alevist’s Runestone glowed bright in the hilt of his blade. The crimson-gold of the Dawn Tree illuminated the steel and it flashed deep as he pierced through the beast’s right shoulder.

The traulth squirted blood, the ice blue clashing with the radiant glow of Alevist’s Will. Bone fragments clattered over the mountain floor. Alevist used his off hand, still holding his white flame torch, to pour Omen magicks into the traulth. A cloud of that black Omen Will radiated into the back of the beast. The strength of the creature decayed as the Omens went to work.

The symbols on the interior of the blade looked to be moving as they did their work by the old Daemonine’s hand, the vial at the center of it radiating the softstone. As he stabbed downward with one hand, Alevist took his torch and pressed it down into the wound. He let out a howl, as the beast’s blood splattering onto some of his chainmail and tunic, smoke billowing from the purple-blue splash.

The traulth squealed, reaching back over its shoulder with its right claw. Alevist leaped off, slipping his blade out from the shattered bone. His torch flew to the ground and snuffed out. A loose swing from the creature knocked Alevist to the floor.

The traulth fell to one knee, but turned back to the old Aranari. The creature’s jaws were red with blood, even as hot white smoke huffed from within.

The beast’s teeth filled the entire sphere of its mouth. It was weakening. Erevayn watched, his facial muscles growing slack. They had raided the beast’s home, and now, it suffered a horrendous fate.

Erevayn tried pulling his Will from the hardstone in his pocket. He wanted to put the beast out of its misery. His shoulder seared with his effort.

Merin must have noticed, for he placed a hand on his apprentice. Erevayn shrugged it off. He snatched his torch and ran straight for the beast, swinging his sword down on its right elbow where Alevist had weakened it with the very first strike.

Erevayn’s blow severed the traulth’s arm at the top of the elbow, dropping four feet of flesh to the ground. He attempted to copy his master’s stroke, trying to press his torch into the open wound, but failed; the ice-blue blood poured from the severed arm.

Erevayn stepped back as two more arrows leapt through the air.

One arrow pierced the side of the beast’s neck, grazing past a protective layer of bone. The second arrow missed and ricocheted off the traulth’s natural armor—likely Neera’s, as her wounded side had sent her arrow astray. Erevayn turned to see Merin pulling a wincing Neera out of danger.

Hayde’s arrow had struck true, the red fletching contrasting against the ice blue blood. The coarse skin upon the belly of the beast appeared vulnerable, and when the traulth screamed at Alevist, Hayde took the opening and shot directly between its ribs.

On one knee, the massive creature still towered before Erevayn. The beast swung its severed arm, splashing ice-blue blood onto Erevayn. He threw his arm over his face to protect it. It burned through Erevayn’s chain shirt as he dropped his torch. He tried to peel the mail off with the edge of his blade.

Hayde drew his spear, running to pull Erevayn out of the way.

The beast swiped with its good arm, still reeling from the pain in its shoulder. The claw went over Erevayn. He readied a parry out of reflex, knowing that it would have done nothing. Instead, the backhanded swipe struck Hayde mid-leap, knocking him against the stone wall ten or so paces away. Hayde let out a wheeze, unable to make any other sound as his spear fell.

Erevayn turned, dipping away. His forearm continued to burn. Neera fired another arrow, striking the monster as it trailed Erevayn. The sister’s face was fraught with vengeance. Despite her brother’s injury, the moment called for focus, and she delivered. The blood that poured from the beast’s wounds began to congeal, closing in an icy mist. Merin’s slashes at its ankles were almost fully frozen over. The monster stood firm once more.

Alevist and Merin pushed forward. The Kul swung, slicing cleanly after placing his blade behind the traulth’s knee, dropping it back down to one leg.

As it crashed to the cave floor, Alevist rolled out of the way. The blood at the severed forearm had dried and he jumped back to avoid the beast’s elbow. Then, Alevist tripped, his fist jamming into the floor as his blade slipped from his grip.

Merin ducked out of the way, landing another cut with his shortblade at the creature’s hip. Neera loosed another arrow, fighting through the pain at her side as Erevayn reached her. He now turned fully, seeing the traulth’s next attack.

Martyrs, this beast’s endurance, Erevayn thought.

The traulth lifted its arms—what was left of them—over its head to bring them down on Alevist. Merin threw his sword at the creature to try and draw its attention, but the green blade bounced off more bone, sending bone chips pattering across the floor.

“Alevist!” Erevayn’s voice lurched through heavy breaths.

The beast’s arms jolted forward before stopping mid-motion. A spear had struck through one of the vulnerable regions in the back of its skull, a precise throw fitting perfectly between two pieces of the monster’s protruding bone at its nape.

Hayde stood not fifteen paces away, heaving for air. He leaned forward from the aftermath of his throw.

The beast pulled its one good arm to its face, trembling as it choked up purple blood. Mist came from its mouth as it fell off balance. Alevist leapt out of the way.

The traulth crashed to the ground, its body still.

Alevist’s blade lay right next to the hulking body, still glowing gold, as he reached down to pick it up.

“My boot, does anybody see my boot!” Hayde shouted. He wandered the darkened space, only lit by Merin and Alevist’s blades. The Stained man hugged his side, favoring one foot.

Neera ran over to her brother as Erevayn’s gaze followed. There was no boot in sight. Alevist whistled, and Erevayn and Merin bolted over to him.

“We cannot linger. That was too small a beast.”

“Too small?” Hayde struggled to say. He gripped his chest, waddling around with his arm wrapped around his sister. Merin put his hands on him, his axe still glowing on the ground, some paces away. His shortblade did the same in the back shoulder of the dead traulth. Hayde’s eyes widened as the minstrel’s healing coursed through, giving him temporary relief. Merin then reached for Erevayn’s shirt, doing the same as the burns started to cool.

“Enough to get us out of this cavern, that’s all you need,” Merin said. The Kul then walked over to the traulth’s body, removing his shortblade from it. It grew a fierce white now.

“I’d argue different,” Hayde replied, jaw clenched and eyes still darting about for his lost boot.

A clattering shattered the shale in the direction of their camp. The horses. All were approaching fast.

Neera grabbed the reins of the pair’s horse, looking to her brother. “I will ride.”

“No,” Hayde snapped. “We have to ride fast and if we need to shoot, I would have a hard time right now.” He limped over to the traulth, attempting then to pull his spear from the skull.

“We cannot linger,” Alevist repeated.

“I just need—” Hayde struggled, pulling hard at the shaft of the spear. “A moment—” His arms strained, nearly bursting out from his leather overcoat. He looked strange, shifting the weight of the giant beast with a single boot on. The beast’s head rolled, ice shattering from within its mouth, but the spear wouldn’t budge.“Time to move,” Merin said. “My brother will forge you a new one. Come on.”

“And hopefully has the same size foot,” Hayde growled. “Fuck.” He left his favored weapon behind. He struggled up on his mount, taking a relit torch from Merin. Neera fit her feet in the stirrups and jolted herself behind him with help from Merin. She drew her bow, an arrow nocked on the string.

A new roar bellowed from deeper within the cavern, coming from the moonlit space ahead. Merin mounted his horse. “We can still turn around, Alevist.”

“We cannot hesitate. We’re a thousand paces from the other side. Move fast and stay with me.” Alevist sent his horse galloping over the rocky ground. His blade was drawn, radiating the same fierce white-gold of the Dawn.

“That’s not a thousand paces; add five hundred.” Merin’s smaller beast lagged behind, but it still strode hard and fast.


Alevist’s light filled the space now, ensuring the nearby walls were illuminated as they moved toward the pale moonlight.

A shadow grew in the distance. A massive shadow. “Don’t stop,” Alevist shouted. The horses’ hooves pounded on the mountain floor, the shale changing to hard stone. They were so close, but so far.

Erevayn turned around, slowing to allow the twins’ horse to gain ground. Merin’s steed struggled to keep up. The ground shook from another bellowing growl.

Less than five hundred paces remained. Erevayn squeezed his horse’s belly, loosening the reins as he let the horse run wild, trying to pull Merin’s steed along with him.

“Hayde, toss your torch!” Alevist yelled over the sound of the clamoring hooves. He signaled to the area near the wall. A mass of dark shadows—Alevist’s light didn’t quite reach them.

Hayde threw the torch, the white flame glistening against the gold of Alevist’s blade. And now, all was visible. Dead beasts and bodies of half-eaten humanoids thrown into piles, buzzing with flies.The white blaze caught on one of the mounds of rotted flesh. Merin strained, slowing his horse as Erevayn turned back to see the fierce power stemming from within his old mentor. The white glow lined the walls leading toward the pale moonlight. The ground still shook from the steps of whatever beast lay ahead.

By the time Erevayn had seen it, it was too late. The monster stood much taller than the previous traulth, and nearly twice as wide. It fumbled with its own size, clearing half the cavern as white fire emboldened the air. Erevayn’s eyes widened, and he ducked reflexively. Alevist and the twins cut a sharp right and Erevayn turned in time to follow.

The traulth’s groan shook Erevayn’s core. Its fur was grayer than the other. As he rode by the gigantic creature, it swung with its massive reach. Merin avoided the same swipe, barely out of the monster’s grasp.

Erevayn wished he hadn’t seen the beast’s face.

The eyes—they were blight-crimson. And filled with madness.

There was something in the way the beast snarled, the way its eyes twitched as they rode by. Its arm even held a bit of a crimson glow on its swing, the curse radiating through its blood, marking its gray fur and skin like tattoos.

Ahead, Alevist charged toward the exit. The moonlight was only four hundred paces away now. As Erevayn narrowed his eyes, he noticed the slender width of the moonlit crevice. It was still too dark to see clearly, but from what he could make out, the beast wouldn’t be able to fit an arm through, let alone its body. Unless it broke the mountain down, he thought.

Erevayn looked over his shoulder; Merin was farther behind now, his horse tiring. He had separated himself from the traulth enough, but then Erevayn saw it go to all fours. It bit at the air, hesitating as it bellowed a primal roar to embolden its next charge.

The entire cavern shook; stones and pebbles fell from the ceiling. Rocks crashed and the riders had to maneuver around the falling stones, slowing them down.

Hayde galloped hard as Neera flipped back on her steed. She drew back her bow as the creature drew closer to Merin. The feathers of her quarrel caressed her face as she took a deep breath. Erevayn’s gaze followed the loosed shot, with a giant swipe from the traulth about to crash onto Merin. The arrow struck at the same shoulder, forcing the creature to pull its arm back. It stumbled, sliding along the cavern floor before gathering itself. Merin was able to gain thirty paces before it stood back up, howling again. The blood leaking from the wound turned to a crimson mist—instead of the white mist they had seen earlier. It even healed faster than the younger beast.

Merin squeezed his legs harder at the horse’s side, pans and gear jangling as the beast’s effort doubled.

Erevayn’s blood pounded. One hundred paces.

More bodies were scattered in the way before them. The horses leaped in turn, one after the other. The narrow passage lay ahead. The traulth’s vibrating footsteps slowed. The bodies before Erevayn grew scarce. He looked over his shoulder at the sound of a great pounding. The twins and Alevist continued to ride, Neera shouting to Erevayn as the world around him grew quiet.Merin had fallen from his horse.

The steed lay on the ground, struggling to rise as Merin sat up, dazed. He was fifty paces away. Erevayn turned back to Alevist, who had halted in front of the passage. Alevist shook his head.
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Alevist saw the fear in Erevayn’s eyes.

He urged his horse into a gallop behind his best friend’s son as Erevayn charged back for Merin. Merin’s horse was being torn apart by the traulth. Alevist’s Dawn burned from within, the feeling in his spine like the beckoning call of Linera.

The Kul struggled to stand as Alevist slowed, navigating around the bodies and rocks lying over the cavern floor. Merin found purchase, dragging his shortblade into his hand as he pulled himself out of a puddle, wiping water from his mouth. He then turned back toward Erevayn, Alevist still trailing behind. Merin’s chest rose and fell before he stepped forward, ready to face the beast.

The traulth was Blighted, Alevist knew. He had seen what the Blight did and how it took over one’s mind. The traulth’s crimson markings flecked up its arms. And as Alevist rode closer, its claws were more crimson still; almost crystalline in the reflection of the light beckoning from without the cavern.

“No further!” Merin yelled.

And then his blade lit up with the white of the Tree of Dusk. The hardstone in Merin’s hilt emanated Primordial Will—so seeing it immolated with Dusk came as a shock. It hummed in the depths. Merin then held his hilt up to his forehead, one final flash of light filling the cavern, his body rising and falling with one last calming breath. He lurched forward, in even more of a daze.

Then the radiance dimmed and fell dark. As did the flames along the cavern walls, the cavern itself beckoning darkness, except for the moonlight trickling in behind them.

I should never have brought them down here. Fifty paces to Erevayn.

As Merin stepped forward, he was able to land a blow, the Will of Dusk flashing against the crimson claw of the traulth. But the beast’s second swing lifted the Kul from the ground. Erevayn threw a spear he had grabbed, forcing the beast to rear as Merin gurgled in its grasp. Merin, shortblade in hand, cut downwards. His Dusk’s light reflected off the claw of the beast’s thumb. And then Alevist swore he saw the beast snarl, disgust etched on its face.

Erevayn’s spear delayed it, but he couldn’t hold on any longer. The idiot drew his blade. He hadn’t harnessed his stone yet… it wouldn’t work.

What are you doing? Alevist thought.

In the beast’s other giant hand, it held the top half of Merin’s horse, limp as a child’s toy.

Alevist heard the younglings’ voices echo in the cavern. An arrow flew over the Daemonine’s shoulder. Hayde and Neera loped closer behind Alevist now.

Thirty paces.

Merin reached for one of the traulth’s fingers, Omen tendrils leaking from his hand as he tried to decay the beast with that Will. It squeezed harder.

Alevist pressed into his horse’s sides while Merin struggled. The traulth was struck with two more arrows, then roared, throwing the horse in Alevist’s direction. Blood, flesh, and sinew forced him to veer off his path before he righted Vego and cantered on. Alevist met Merin’s eyes, his gaze lit with the white of Dusk. Yet he held his blade up as his face clenched in pain, putting the hilt to his forehead again.

Old friend.

Alevist’s world stumbled to a halt even as he pushed on. He saw the beast’s hand rise, its extended claw briared—thorny, blood-red vines wrapped around it, extending from the palm of the traulth’s hand. Closer now, Alevist saw the entire arm wrapped in briar. The briar of the Merciani. Of the Vile.

The beast then raised its other hand, extending a claw to drive it directly through Merin’s chest. The Kul deflected two attempts, but the third thrust with so much force, even the Will of Dusk couldn’t match it.

Bones snapped as the horses’ hooves pounded on the stone floor.

Erevayn shouted, the words lost in the chaos.

Fool, Alevist thought.

The traulth dropped Merin then, his body falling twenty feet to the stone floor. Limp.

The twins galloped next to Alevist. He didn’t care about the risk, he needed Merin’s body. And perhaps the fall had quelled whatever course that Blight was going to take in him. The warrior looked at the two rangers. “Get Merin!” He veered toward Erevayn, the traulth’s cold blue eyes set on the apprentice.
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Erevayn pressed closer and closer, but it was too late.

He watched as Merin let out that final call of Will, radiating that bright, beaming white. He fought, but the traulth had him. It seemed no matter Merin’s efforts, they fell short.

Erevayn heard the crunching, he saw that briared crimson claw stab deep into Merin’s chest and the Kul coughing up a silver blood. Merin looked at Erevayn, holding his own shortblade in hand the entire time. As the two gazed at one another, Erevayn saw Merin shut his eyes, a single tear spouting from under his clenched, glowing eyelids, his hilt at his forehead. Then, the beast squeezed harder, its claw pulling out.

One final crunch.

More arrows flew over his shoulder. His Runemark burned, but his Will wasn’t answering his call.

He should’ve ridden in. He could still ride in. He shouted one last time, “Oust vul danneri, ilst vin danyte!” In my hands, you are danger. His hands were sweating. He waited for that touch of Will to riddle up his spine, as it had years ago—to no avail. The Runestone strapped at his waist didn’t light. Nor the runic steel of his sword. But he charged, still.

As radiating pain from his Runemark hit its peak, his horse reared, letting out the only roar a horse knew before battle. The traulth dropped Merin’s limp frame. Erevayn bore no Will, but he wasn’t leaving his friend behind.

The beast took one more step and Erevayn was lifted from his saddle with a jolting agony. The cavern went black. All the anguish coursing through him from moments before disappeared.


Chapter 26
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“What have I created? What is it I have done? It is too late. The Crimson Dawn has come.” Tears of the Fallen; CDY

The surrounding landscape fracturing around him.

Erevayn was… empty. Nothing. Before him—nothing still.

He blinked, seeing shattered stone. A graveyard of shattered stone. Fragments of a tower? The grooves inside the black stone made it appear as a pillar, but symbols and signs told the story of that rotted rock—it was once a city. Charred black by flame, the stone of that fallen pillar spread out along the desert floor.

He blinked again, and now he saw a land familiar to him. Somehow—a creation of his? One that became home to a lost people. People he needed to save.

Red dirt kicked up in a windy mist around him. Dunes. Dunes rising and falling in the distance. A mountain beyond them in an even more familiar valley. Pillars rose from the ground, glowing crimson. A mountain? Or something more. A tower? A city. It was. A city floating in the crimson sky. Large wings batted at the sky above him, casting the shadow of a creature he had never seen flying above.

But… where is my pain?


The crack of shattering stone woke him.

The loud sound reverberated, short intervals between the beats. He felt it now, the pain. It scolded him worse than it had before—his left shoulder burned. His Mark smoldering still. He sat up. At least, he meant to. He groaned, then a hard smack landed across his face.

“Ah—wake up you fucker.”

Hayde. The moon hung behind him. How could that even be?

“There he is.”

Erevayn moved his head, his eyelids dragging apart, coated in grit. He put his hands to his face, Hayde lifting him slowly.

“We have to move,” Neera said. Her voice—had it ever sounded so beautiful?

“He’s coming to,” Hayde continued, calling over to Alevist. “Alright, lad. Let’s get you up.”

Fuck, the aching. And fuck the aching, Erevayn thought. He wanted to speak but all he could do was keep his hand to his head. He pulled it down, looked at it. Fresh blood. He reached up, wincing as more sharp pain lanced through him. Something had struck his head. Where was Merin?

Merin? He thought he called the name out. He looked around, trying to ground himself with something other than Hayde’s off-colored eyes. He looked down. Hayde was missing a boot; that was odd too.

Another loud roar coursed from the narrow passage, Erevayn turning his head to react. He started to remember. Hayde had lost his boot to the first traulth.

But where is Merin?

They were less than a hundred paces away from the primal roars, a set of cut stone stairs driving up into the cliff face ahead.

He saw Alevist, working with two horses. Two? Why were there only two? Where was his? Where is Merin?

“She’s right, get him up.” Alevist sounded angry. At Erevayn? For what?

Neera had an arrow nocked, but tugged it from her bowstring as she prepared to mount up. Hayde began getting him upright, doing his best not to move too suddenly. The Stained himself seemed to be in enough pain.

“Where’s Merin?” That feels good to get out. His eyes shifted to Alevist, who was checking his horse’s saddle—Vego, he had called the steed.

A shorter body lay across it, limp and unmoving.

No.

Hayde must have seen Erevayn staring. He must have seen the tears filling the bottoms of his eyes. “He didn’t let go of his blade,” said Hayde.

Erevayn’s spine chilled. His friend was gone.

“Bastard held it the whole ride out, mumbling. Your name, actually. Even in dying, the man wanted to make sure you were okay.”

Erevayn’s tears started to fall. His chin quivered.

“Neera held him the whole way out,” Hayde continued.

There were only so many words that could be said, and none could console the grief he felt. He wanted to reach for the flask, but he couldn’t now, not with Merin right there. Erevayn looked at the man’s sister, waiting by the horse. She tugged at her ribs.

“Think she may have rebroke ’em, bein’ honest. But we got him out of there.”

She gave Erevayn a somber smile. Merin’s body lay still over the back of the horse. Was he really gone? It didn’t seem real.

“We cannot ride this next bit,” Alevist said. “The horses are fed and watered, but we must get moving.” He couldn’t even take a moment to grieve. He stormed over to where Erevayn now knelt, still struggling to rise. “Get up.” Alevist jostled him, fury in his eyes.

Erevayn cleared his throat, recognizing the shared pain in Alevist’s gaze. He stood—with difficulty—but kept himself upright as blood dripped over his brow.

Alevist walked over to Vego, regathering himself and adjusting his scabbard. The blade in it looked different somehow. Erevayn reached down to his own scabbard—empty. His blade. It was gone.

Alevist stalked back over, shoving the sword at his chest. The lone empty eye lingered a sadder shade of glossy gold.

Hayde walked past the pair, moving to help Neera finish getting their steed ready. He still favored the foot without the boot, growling his whole way over to the horse. It was time to move.


Erevayn walked next to Merin’s body as they guided the horses up the staircase. Loud roars continued behind them, echoing from the mountain’s crevasse.

Erevayn watched Hayde’s bare foot strike first upon the steps.

Hayde shivered, then pulled off his other boot instead of choosing to maintain a limp. He failed at hiding his pain under the crest of the curved front of his hat.

Erevayn grew more aware as they climbed. As much as he wanted to collapse on the ground and grieve, if there was an enemy in the mountains—perhaps one of the Bloünine on their trail—then continuing on was the only option now.

Erevayn grew nauseous. But he fought through, his hand keeping him balanced as it held on Merin’s neck. He squeezed. He wanted his friend to move. He wouldn’t move. He was gone now. Erevayn had always thought the man unkillable. The stories; he had seen the world, and he had seen it twice over through the end of one epoch and the start of another. He had seen his kin perish. He had seen life grow and life die. He had cared for the downtrodden.

He was gone.

Erevayn reached for his hands, but Merin’s still gripped tight about his sword. The steel clanged on the steps as his body shifted.

“I told you, the bastard wouldn’t let it go,” Hayde said, peeking over the saddle of the horse and hitching the body back up. Neera moved, dipping her head to stare at her feet every once in a while.

Something about the sword caught Erevayn’s attention. The blade still held a dim fluorescent glow. Erevayn reached for it, tilting his friend’s hand over. The stone within the hilt had curved over the edges of its placement, still smelted as one with the metal. It was glowing. A piece of it appeared dislodged, the symbol upon it darkened—familiar.

They reached a flat stretch of ground at the peak of the stairs and decided to give the horses some rest before continuing. Erevayn said nothing, allowing Alevist the peace he needed as he splashed water from his waterskin over the back of his neck. He took a sip, looking back at Erevayn, if only for a moment.

Erevayn hardly noticed, fixated on Merin’s hand. The hilt. The Runestone.

“Erevayn—let go.” There was an empathy in Alevist’s voice. The anger had gone. He leaned down, reaching for Merin’s pommel. “Let go,” he repeated. Erevayn’s hand drifted from his old mentor’s, still reluctant to move. Alevist tried prying Merin’s dead fingers open but they wouldn’t budge. He pulled his dagger from the sheath under the back of his cloak.

“What are you doing?” Erevayn asked.

His master ignored him. The warrior shifted the knife into the hilt of Merin’s blade. The dagger lit up, the blackened blade slowly coursing its golden energy into Merin’s hilt. Then, the Runestone popped out, and the Kul’s hands opened, dropping the steel to stone.

“It—it can’t be,” Alevist said. The twins gathered from around their horse, working to get a better view. He stood now, holding in his fingers a gem-sized stone. Only, it was blackened, like the Tear that rested in Alevist’s satchel.
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Hayde hadn’t been able to make sense of what he had seen.

He volunteered for the first watch. He tucked his feet under the wool of his own bedroll, trying to keep his dirt-crusted feet warm by the fire while his ruined socks lay on a rock beside him. What a damned journey it had already been.

Neera spread out her bedroll. Alevist and Erevayn debated hotly what to do with Merin’s body, seeming to ignore the importance of the gem now in Alevist’s possession. The old warrior knew its importance, though there was still no answer to Hayde as to why Merin had a duplicate of the Duchess’ stone.

Hayde sat by the fire as the others slept, staring up at the lone tree looming over their small camp. Then he turned his gaze to Merin’s body. Merin’s eyes were shut peacefully, and Hayde spent most of his watch wrapping the Kul in some of his own linens. His bedroll would have to be enough to keep him and his feet warm, and surely it would be, regardless of how sore his neck might be in the morning.

He found the instrument the Kul played, his stromlyre, tucked into a small pouch buckled onto his leather belt. Hayde took the instrument for himself. Perhaps something I can learn down the line. A song maybe Erevayn will appreciate.

Hayde plopped down, his heart racing, his breathing deep. He thought then to what Galigus would want. It seemed he’d attached himself too much to the group. Neera had a point though—Galigus would never be their father. He would never give Hayde what he wanted. Neither would these two piteous Aranari. So he survived, as he always had. His mind had to stay on the gems.

Follow the path, and it will lead you on. That was what his mother had always said, before she kicked them out to fend for themselves.


Chapter 27
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“All information about Turners predates The Reckoning. The Bloünine were said to have wiped them out. At the deaths of the Turners, the Blood Knights would stay a while, burning their bodies to kill the animal spirit within them. The same spirits said to protect those artifacts of the Artisans and those of the Inner Wills.” History on the Outer Will, Chapter IX, The Bloünine; 1AR

Viyala turned over as the light pierced through the poor excuse of a window shade.

Dullo rested across from her bed on his own, gently snoring, occasionally twisting and turning. He’d saved her from a gruesome end. Returning to her duties seemed trite after her brush with death. Life felt so fragile. What if Dullo hadn’t been on that road? What if she had ridden on without stopping? Would she still feel as she did?

What would Salasmir think? A part of her almost hoped he was worried. The other side of her wanted to forget she needed to be with him at all. Why did Father need her to learn politics anyway?

The town of Olg’Daleth was a humble one. Bordering Ver’Skyi and Kalatari lands, it was granted the benefits of both; the demands of the ever-growing Verdant population, and the overseas trade goods from Anvia which the Kalatari had access to.

She’d received many a side-eye as they entered the makeshift inn. It hardly felt like one at all; the hut off the main road was more an outhouse with two beds. Fortunately, the owner had wrapped stones around firewood near the center of the hovel. So she had been able to hoist a small kettle for hot water upon the small, quill-thin iron cross beams.

She rose and peered out the small hole draped with what could only be described as curtains. Olg’Daleth bustled, workers and fishermen about with the morning catch. Most Verdant citizens roamed, marred with dust and grit, as she had been before washing up in the small privy. She looked back down to Dullo, grateful he was able to get rest. She was still a day’s travel from Dul’Vulgo, but she was moving almost twice as fast as she was sure Salasmir expected.

The filter stations about the wells looked as dirty as the people around them. A small Kalatari boy dragged up a fresh bucket, dipping his finger in and lifting it to the sun to check for the crimson of the Blight.

Around the wooden walls of the small village lay a mix of grassland and ruin. Sharp hues of green and brown patches fought against each other. The alabaster clouds outside the window cast their shadow, giving the landscape life.

She grew solemn, remembering her travels with her father, roaming towns like Olg’Daleth in Anvia with him. She recalled the violet eyes of a woman who sat begging with her child in the middle of the road. Her father had granted the woman marks and food, even a brand new filtered waterskin. But as they pulled away in their carriage, he turned to Viyala and said, “She won’t make it another month.”

A twinge rode up her spine at the recollection. She wished she could have turned to that mother and daughter and brought them aboard. Or even stayed with them. But instead she kept quiet, like the ignorant child she was.


Dullo stirred in his sleep.

She kindled a new fire, and placed the kettle upon the iron well above. Dullo shot up, yelping. Viyala jumped back, almost knocking the kettle over.

“I’m… I’m sorry m’lady.” He sank his head into his hands. “I didn’t mean to startle you.” He breathed heavily, trying to gather himself.

“It’s quite alright,” Viyala said. “I’m going to prepare us some tea.” She smiled. “May help you set the pace for the day.” She turned back to the kettle. A piece of her wondered if he would turn there and then.

He gave a discomfited smile, looking about the room. “Thank you, m’lady.”

“Go on then,” Viyala said. “Say what’s on your mind.”

“How did we get here?” Dullo asked, quickly turning himself out of bed. His feet hung over the side and he let out a small, hoarse cough. “Not to seem ungrateful, m’lady.”

“You passed out shortly after you turned back. I set you upon the bed of the cart, covering you for the rest of the ride.” She stoked the fire, ashes and char biting up at the kettle. The water within bubbled as she pulled at the handle with a towel. “Lucky for you, nobody is going to be missing those bandits anytime soon. I did the best I could to pull them into the brush before we made off.” She poured the hot water into two cups, tea leaves nestled at the top in the same style filter used to clean blighted water.

Dullo peered to the side, his blanket still sitting over his waist. He stared blankly at the floor. She towered over him as she handed him the cup. His brown tunic hung unlaced over one of his shoulders.

“It doesn’t make sense that you helped me,” he said, blowing into his cup.

“You saved my life. What needs to make sense?” She smiled, looking back over her shoulder and letting herself settle into the lone chair.

“Turners don’t get treated well. Not one I’ve ever met. In fact, they’re all dead,” Dullo said. “All but one other.”

“I only knew of your kind from stories. But when you turned—” she hesitated. Her mind’s eye reached to where he leaped over her, instead of tearing her to shreds. “You chose to save me. Gallant acts such as these don’t occur as much as you’d think. Though based on last evening, it seems there are far too many opportunities for them to arise with the state of Maetlynd. Something I’m sure to have to bring up to—” She caught herself and coughed.

“It’s okay m’lady. I am aware of your bloodline.”

Viyala’s head shot toward the small man.

“Viyala, daughter of Ilanudin, your father happens to be one of the people I get and give information to. I roam both continents rather freely, and I hear the workings of all the Consulars of Maetlynd. All ’cept for the High King of course.”

Viyala leaned back. “What information?”

“In fact, m’lady, I work with Merin. We pass information on the crimson-marked, working to get those downtrodden to safety, such as they are.”

He meant the Vileborn.

Dullo must have seen her unintended look of disgust. “There are those who can’t control what happened to their blood after the Blight. That is why they remain here, never to see Mercy.”

“So you and Merin—what? You snatch them and hide them away?” A pause. Then, “Shit!” The kettle boiled over. She burned her hand before thinking to grab a cloth from the table for the handle. She placed another cloth down under it and let it sit on top of the cracked wood of the table.

“They have a power that is yet to be truly seen by our world,” Dullo said. “One that we should harness. One that may come in handy in the wars to come.”

Her knowledge of the Vile belonged mostly to those who sailed over from Mercy. Those who were turned by the crimson rains to become monsters. Those who almost wiped out the people on the rest of Maetlynd, from the land of the Gods who exiled their Martyrs. Power? Truly they had power, to judge by all the stories. But what was he on about?

“Wars to come? The wars ended at the start of the Unity.” Even as the words left her mouth a part of her wanted to bite them back.

“I am sure the Hardranians think so. Or what of this wedding at which the Duchess Scillia perished? Surely there is something behind that. War has never left Maetlynd, dear. Only the dead have gazed upon a world without it, and the Reckoning even challenged that notion. Shadowing the Hand to the High King should surely have taught you more.”

“How did you know?”

He smiled, leaping from the bed. He took a sip of his tea, scrunching his nose at the bitter taste. Viyala was never one to make a great cup of tea. Should have warned him.

“One of the benefits of being ignored. You hear and learn much.” His smile persisted.

“When did you know who I was?”

“When I saw your house colors about the ass end of your horse. I doubt you know too much of your father, but the irony of Ilanudin’s reputation was not lost on me.”

What do you mean by that, little one? Or was he little? Sure, in stature it appeared so. But his knowledge seemed vast. As did his aspirations.

“You have a great role to play as well. And in due time, that information will be passed to you,” Dullo said, seeming to read the narrowing of her eyes.

Viyala decided to let the slight on her father pass, opting instead to gather more information on how he knew her. “What role?” She had prowess with the long and shortblade, to be certain, and a keen awareness beyond that. But a great role to play seemed a bit much, besides that as Hand.

“As I said, it is not my place. I only suggest you consider what it means to build instead of destroy. And building can take place as more than a physical act, if you look at the Weavers. They innovate and grow society—even save it—when the time calls for it.” Dullo’s smile softened as he took another sip of the bitter tea while Viyala listened on. He wiped his mouth. “Ask no more of me, nor demand any information—as a gift for the events of the forest.”

Viyala’s mouth fell open as she listened. A sort of purpose beyond that as Hand to the High King now rose within her.

Dullo read her again. “I have said too much.”

“So where are you off to next?” she said, changing the topic of discussion as a service to the Turner. It was, in fact, the least she could do. “It seems you’ve recovered.” A part of her felt guilty asking. She was going to leave, as she had left Erevayn.

“I make my way to Ossilith, as planned. Kythos awaits news from Anvia, as all these Consulars desperately desire some edge over their political allies. Even the ones you wouldn’t suspect. Sometimes most of all.”

What does he mean by that? It dawned on her that perhaps Dullo too could be a political enemy, planning the episode along the road to earn her trust.

“I see, well.” She took a deep breath and blew it out, shoving the steam from over her cup of tea. “Your cart and horse are stabled. The gentleman who took them in last night said he would be there until the afternoon. You were right about your coin. They love you here.”

He nodded, hitching up his smile. “Well then,” he said, but then his gaze drifted to his clothes. He wore fresh pants and a shirt, having ripped out of what he had been wearing the day before. “Did the stable master see me covered in blood? With bodies not a dial-turn down the road?”

Viyala chuckled, nearly spilling her tea before taking another sip. “Nobody saw you. I went into your pack, shut my eyes, and put on your pants. I washed your face and hands as best I could.”

He looked down to his hands, checking under his fingernails.

“Good luck, Dullo,” she said, managing a smile from the corner of her mouth.

“I should head over there, then,” he said. “I wish you safe travels, Viyala Light-Touched. A time will come when our conversation will strike you. I don’t know how you see the crimson-marked, but I hope you come to understand that the ones who are here are not your enemy. They are like you and me. And as far as Salasmir is concerned, he is a fine master to follow in both the art of politics and swordsmanship.” He turned toward the door, looking around one last time for any remaining belongings. He found his bag beside his bed and set down his full cup. “Thank you for the tea, by the way. Certainly a sharp start to the day.” And then he walked out the door.
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Dullo flapped at Vilitar’s reins, setting off into the morning churn.

Likely a day or two of travel, no less. And the road would remind him of all that happened the night before. He certainly felt he still needed rest, though the bite of that awful tea woke him up enough

It was kind for a noble to help a lowly, small man such as him. As the cart’s wheels rattled behind him, the droning sound brought him back to the night before. His stomach lurched at the visions that torched through his mind. But if he hadn’t turned, if he hadn’t risked it, one of the good ones would have perished. One of the ones Merin had set out a future for.

The bouncing got the better of him and he threw up over the side. Half a finger churned up in the pile of bile. So he pulled from his waterskin, swirled the fluid around in his mouth, and spat it out.

Viyala was said to be a fresh young mind entering politics, not swayed so much by her father as surely the man would have liked. Perhaps Dullo had done the nation a favor by ensuring those brigands hadn’t killed her.

It took him short of a few dial-turns to reach the mangled bodies along the side of the road. There was a small cluster of people stopped, staring.

He pulled his carriage over. A young woman, with what looked to be her family, stared blankly through the bushes at one of the bodies. Her husband called her away from the brush, trying his best to protect her eyes.

“What is it?” Dullo asked the man. He was middle-aged, holding his two sons back from the sight. His green-on-green eyes shot up, surprised by the sound of Dullo’s voice. In those eyes, Dullo saw the man’s fear. The man’s face said it all.

The shame. And it would never end.
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She reached the stone walls of Dul’Vulgo in the late afternoon.

She had stayed along the road over the previous two days, only stopping in the two small towns between Olg’Daleth and Dul’Vulgo. She took her respite to think of Erevayn, and to think of how close she had come to not surviving her trip. And of how disappointed Salasmir might have been if she were to tell him of it. So she endeavored to keep the journey to herself.


As she strode up to Talanis’ citadel, the guards bowed and shouted up to the others who controlled the chain for the gate to the Consular’s home. 

She stared up, her heart pounding.

Salasmir approached as the gate inched upwards, half opened. He appeared distressed, though he wore a relaxed white tunic and his off-duty trousers. It was well deserved, and she hoped he hadn’t been concerned. She was, perhaps, half a day late.

His face was mottled with relief, his eyes and chest both rising in rhythm. “I was beginning to worry, but Ilteria talked me into ease. Her confidence in your prowess with both blade and steed, I regretfully admit, outmatched mine.”

Viyala smiled, taking note of Ilteria descending the staircase behind the rushing Salasmir, Talanis by her side. Salasmir embraced Viyala, before calling for one of the guards to take Uluin from her.

“I had a small delay. Leaving from the sixth level took longer than I had anticipated. But I have word,” she continued, leaning in to speak under her breath. “I would be happy to report on our mysterious Runeborn.”

Salasmir released her, his eyes eager. “Please, please. We will have you fed and then discuss these matters. Come.” He beckoned her toward the staircase, where the Kalatari Consular and his personal Weaver waited with Ilteria. The High King himself wasn’t in attendance. Perhaps he did truly despise her.


The meal was grand, a show of how great the hunts had been for the Kalatari huntresses.

The tradition was one Viyala had been jealous of her whole life. The stories of the old Howlunine and their exploits in the forests that used to lie all the way to the eastern shores were a distant memory.

Talanis was jovial as ever during the meal, informing her of the reasons for the troops she was supposed to have seen moving along the road the day before. It must have been during her rest, for she had missed the troop-movement entirely. She had also forgotten about the standstill with the Omen Riders south of the Verdant Sky bordering the Badlands. Battles and guerilla warfare still raged throughout that lawless area, and slowly but surely, Talanis and the High King were moving forces into those barren lands. Reports came that the area was prospering, though the Omen Riders were set in their own rule and shared the land. This was an unacceptable solution to the problem, which required total Unity. Salasmir had made that clear enough in many of his lessons during their tour of Maetlynd.

Exhausted from travel, Viyala did her best to listen to the politicking; the talks of the upcoming meeting and trip to go see Stalhom. But when Viyala started to drift, she stood and excused herself out of respect.

Salasmir rose, as did Ilteria and the Consular. “No, please—sit, Lord. I can find my way,” Viyala said.

“My lady, I insist,” Ilteria said.

Viyala smiled at her, glancing at Salasmir. “Lord, I would have a word with you on my report before I sleep.”

“Let us get that out of the way now.” Salasmir stood, setting down his fourth cup of wine. “Ilteria, wait here would you? We’ll just be talking outside.”

Ilteria bowed her head as Viyala turned from the table and Salasmir wrapped his paternal arm around her shoulders. Salasmir excused the two guards at the grand double-wide doors so they could speak.

“He said his name was Alevist, Lord,” Viyala said, cutting to the point. “He sent his regards.”

Salasmir cleared his throat, then shut his eyes. “You said—Alevist?”

“Aye, Lord. And to be honest, I hadn’t thought much on the name. But I recall it now.”

“What do you know about it?”

Viyala blew that damned strand of hair from her face as she gazed about the hall. “He was one of the Daemonine. I believe he murdered his family? Then it was said he had been lost with no trace. May have even burned his wife’s body.”

Salasmir nodded, his eyes drifting to the floor. “You’re sure he said Alevist?”

“Yes, Salasmir. I am positive.”

“That complicates things quite a bit.” White light from the sconces about the hall reflected off his face. The Weaver-crafted light burned into the sand-colored stone.

“How so?”

“As you said, he—he was presumed dead.” Salasmir shook his head, his eyes blinking fast. “I—I thought he was dead.”

“It seems the history books did too—Lord?” Viyala straightened, pulling her hands behind her back, trying to give the Hand freedom and confidence to say more.

His golden gaze pierced her. “Where were they headed?”

“Into the mountains. And I’m sure I saw him take Scillia’s necklace at the wedding.”

“Curious. Curious indeed. Does he suspect that I—” He hesitated, his hand thrust under his chin. “He can’t. I didn’t. He—he is supposed to be dead. And the necklace… what use would he have of that?”

“I don’t know, Lord. Rumors were going around that it was one of the Martyr’s Tears… but everyone knew them to be only that—rumors. I even remember you saying it was a fake.”

“I’m not sure there’s anything I can even do about him. But he killed the Bloünine at the wedding, so there’s no apparent ill intentions. But the necklace… Does he think it’s real?”

“Why don’t we bring it up to the High King? Surely he—”

Salasmir cut her off, throwing his hand up to quiet her. “No. He mustn’t know. Not yet. This would place far too much of a burden on a man who carries the weight of a kingdom about his shoulders already.” He closed the distance between the two of them. “Being the Hand of the King is like being the experienced rider who allows their superior to ride the camel through the desert. We must guide the other, bearing any weight which might break its back.”

Viyala nodded, feeling the sweat on her palms. She had no idea what Scillia’s necklace could be that it bore so much importance.

“This is for us, Viyala. And I must think about the proper way forward. I will keep you informed, but for now, let us both get some rest.”

He started for the large set doors.

“What do you know about Alevist?” She only felt it right to ask. She had held back on questions for far too long. Perhaps some insight into the old warrior would give her a bit more to delve into.

“He is my kin, in one way or another. Best friend to my late brother-in-law. He also happened to be one of the greatest of the Daemonine. A Seraphim at his height, and someone who is remarkably dangerous with something so sacred as—” He stopped, catching himself. “If he suspects that necklace to be a Tear, then perhaps it’s worth looking into.”

She nodded.

Ilteria opened the doors to the great hall. “M’lady,” she said. “I can take you to your quarters now. We’ll have you cleaned up.” She bowed her head, eyes on the floor as Salasmir walked past her.


“True beauty,” Ilteria said, breaking the silence between the two women.

Viyala admired the flowers of the garden they walked through, taking in the vibrant golds and greens that vividly contrasted with the violet and darker purple petals of some of the other flowers. The evening sun glared down over the courtyard walls and onto the garden on either side of the pair.

“It is,” Viyala said, not realizing she had slowed her pace. She raced to catch up to Ilteria. “How have you two and the King been enjoying your stay? How was the road back?”

Ilteria’s eyes shot up. “To be honest, I have only been through Dul’Vulgo one other time,” Ilteria said. “But we have been rather keen on enjoying ourselves here. All of the fine foods they have to offer. It’s nice to finally see the Unity working out.”

“And the road here?”

Ilteria hesitated as they approached the tower at the corner of the courtyard. That had to be the part that bothered her. What happened along the road?

“Normal travel as always.” Ilteria sighed. Guards bowed as the tower doors swung open for the ladies to enter. “You know the men,” she said, laughing. “Always making a woman’s life difficult. Unfortunately, it was rather uneventful.” She turned her eyes back to Viyala. “The Stalwart did most of the hunting, with the exception of one meal that Salasmir provided. You could tell he was starting to bore from all the politics himself. He needed a break as the King did. Otherwise, it was like our trip down from the Witesands.”

Viyala raised her brows.

“How about your trip?” Ilteria asked. They stepped onto the first set of stone stairs that spiraled up into unseen shadows. “I knew you were going to make it alright. I had to convince Salasmir to give you another half day before making the call to come find you. You’d be insulted if he stumbled into you along the road. And like you, I think I would have enjoyed the extra time alone myself.”

And so it seemed the two were to keep separate secrets from each other. Perhaps Salasmir would open up and tell her about the trip. Or maybe Ilteria herself, as she warmed more to Viyala. Having been separated in both Oberran and Ossilith left little room for their relationship to blossom. Perhaps soon they would become as close as she and Dawlin had been. Before the Weaver’s death.

“It was sad to see all the lower levels of Ossilith. And quite honestly, the sights of the small villages along the road.”

“Ah yes,” Ilteria nodded, her boots cracking down on the stone. “I noticed the same. We would always go around the villages to keep out of sight best we could, but from what I saw, a dear shame.”

“A reminder,” Viyala snapped, “that we must take great care at what we say to the Last Artisan when we meet him. I think it is important he knows our side of things uniquely from the men. There are things even their great eyes can’t see.”

Ilteria kept nodding, eyes forward. She crossed her arms in front of her in a peaceful gesture, continuing the tiring ascent. “You would be correct.” The Weaver sighed again.


“Well, I would be grateful for any Weaver garment,” Viyala said.

The two had finally made it to their rooms.

“I am sure Salasmir wouldn’t mind paying for the materials.” Viyala turned back to Ilteria as she placed down a small satchel she was carrying; the rest of her items from her horse already spread tidily about the room. “I think it’s about time I enjoy resting in a proper bed.”

“As you wish, my Lady,” Ilteria said, curtseying once more before Viyala. The wooden door closed behind her as Viyala sat against it, catching her breath and unstrapping her cloth tunic. She heard the door across the hall open and close.


Chapter 28
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And it is from this point on, dear Reader, that you walk the path alone. I will see you again. The Archivist

There was a unique chill to that shale ground, even atop his bedroll.

The pain coiled in his empty heart, heat rising still at his left shoulder.

His head lay calmly upon the bedroll, the leaves of the lone tree rustling as the group had found rest beneath it. The fire cracked and spat into the stale night. Gentle drops of thin snow flurried through the air, drifting like ash. Ash instead of embers. Merin, too, would soon be ash.

And Erevayn drifted into sleep.


He looked down at his hands.

Standing over his mother, his serrated blade covered in blood. To his left and right a couple of men in dark garb stood, wearing the same black as him and bearing the sigil of a broken chain; the Daerikal’s old emblem. They looked to Erevayn with approval, and laughed.

His mother’s breath had left her body. Her cold, dead eyes stared into his soul. He caught a flash of lightning from the corner of his eye, as he peered out the window of his childhood home. He looked back down at his hands—the blood from the blade had fallen over the hilt and ran down to his knuckles. His vision refocused toward where his mother lay, only this time, it was Viyala.

She wore a blindfold, still dripping wet with blood from the same killing blow. Her chest was bare, her belly swollen with child. Erevayn dropped the blade from his hands and the weapon clanged to the wood floor. Viyala grabbed him by his shoulders and smiled into his eyes. A dark, evil smile. She reached her hand back, then thrust it deep into his chest. His limbs were no longer under his control. He looked down at the hole forming there. His mind went to Merin. Viyala’s face turned—now it was Khaleen. She looked so angry at him.

“False,” she muttered, only it wasn’t her voice.

Her face changed again, now the same woman he had seen that day in Ossilith standing behind the altar at the wedding. The woman’s face shifted between Viyala, his mother, his sister, and his late wife. All of them inhabiting the figure of someone he did not know. That same Amrinil woman who drove her bandaged eyes deep into his soul the first time he had seen her. It felt as if he should have been filled with fear, but he held only curiosity.

“Who are you?” He struggled to form words as the forearm twisted inside his chest. The constant changing of her face disoriented him, the bandage around the eyes the only constant. The pain radiated deeper than it ever had when he used Will.

The laughing of his men ceased as they faded into ash.

“Blood,” the female voice called out. “I am the deliverer. I am the one that will bring salvation.” Again, fear felt like it should have overtaken him, melding with his pain. Only questions rose in his mind, though he hadn’t the will to ask.

“I won’t go,” he said. Somehow, it felt the appropriate response. The pain remained heavy in his chest. Whatever the creature was, she used Merin’s loss to burden him. He could not see his friend’s face, but he felt the woman’s intent.

“It is not your choice. He needs you. Instead of being false, you shall be reality.” As she spoke, she shifted between the voices of all the people he knew.

He? Erevayn thought. She meant Merin, then.

The pain was growing; the emptiness turned into a fire that lit at the base of his neck.

“No. I won’t.” It still felt right. The only answer. But even after saying no, it seemed the two had come to an agreement. Like he and this demon which stared into the deep parts of him had come to some conclusion… together.

“You have already started the path. And you must know, that the further you walk—” she grew, filling his entire vision, “—the further you delve, the more you shall see. You can save the ones you love.” The old, dark smile turned emphatically into a frown. “And to do so—you must die!”

His eyes shot open. He didn’t flinch on waking. He sat staring up at the hollow moon, looking over to an already awake Alevist. Erevayn didn’t feel fear any longer, only the frustration of more questions.

And that pain. That emptiness.
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Alevist was in deep need of sleep.

It seemed safe enough, and as painful as it felt to leave his friend’s body without its final rest, Hayde had already started wrapping Merin. How could it be that Merin created a Tear? Or had it been the Tear he was Trusted with all along?

There was only one answer. When Kal’duun had sacrificed himself, he gave Merin the gem and imbued him with it. Merin was his Trusted, and that was the Artisan’s choice somehow. It had to be. Merin would never have done it himself.

Could he?

Why hadn’t he told Alevist before? And what else had he kept from him? Alevist glanced at Merin’s still body lying twenty paces away, Hayde hovering over it with linens. As much as Alevist wanted to hold off rest until his friend was at peace, there was far too much crossing his mind. That, or he didn’t want to admit Merin was truly gone.

Perhaps if he hadn’t hesitated, or ridden so far ahead. Perhaps he could’ve cut the traulth down. Perhaps he would have been able to heal Mer, as the Kul had done so many times before for him. But by the time they had left the cavern, it had been too late.

There was a pain in his chest, not only from the loss of his friend. The pain was from his expenditure of Will, and he felt it heavier than ever before. He’d almost forgotten what it had felt like. If he did not give in to sleep, there was a chance one of the others would be lost. And one friend lost was enough. He could not let down Artorious as well. And so, sleep found him.


His eyes opened, the blue sky above peeking through the branches and green and orange leaves, rustling like flowers over an open plain.

The same woods where his bloodline had been chosen by Aranor to carry the burden of nobility; the burden of power—the burden of pain. Where all the Artisans of Maetlynd bred beneath the shadow of the Dawn Tree. Where man got their beginning.

Alevist blinked, his hand still on his chest as he lay on his back. The birds fluttered from tree to tree. Creatures burrowed themselves in old stumps. The smell of fresh forest air moved around him with the peaceful breeze.

“Daddy!”

Yilera. No, not again. Wake up. Ashes and embers began to flow in the air, seeming to come from deeper in the woods. Deeper, where the Dawn Tree grew. It called to him, crying for help. That or some other being within him was vying for his attention.

“Daddy! Come! Ubbe and I want to play!”

The sadness struck him. His chest heaved with effort, his heart pumping, willing him to stand. Though a part of him couldn’t move. It was as if he was eye to eye with Harglon once more. As if he was hanging from that tree.

He tried forcing himself up, but his neck twisted—something pulling him just as the noose had, until Merin came.

“Sweetheart,” he said, his eyes glazing over. He turned, peering around the Sacred Woods. The shadow of the Tree lingered over him, its light barely radiating. No. It radiated crimson, the clouds above shifting in color. It had to be a league away, its mass casting a forever shroud. The distance between the Tree and the rest of Edelvin was twice that, so he was lying in the heart of that sacred forest. He had ventured here before, breaking every law the lands of Maetlynd established well before the Reckoning. He needed to. He had needed to plant Aranor’s Tear.

He grounded himself as he forced his hands to the dirt, pushing his body to rise. Yilera stood at the edge of the forest. He fell back to one knee, so weak. He beckoned to her, reaching out one hand. Covered with blood. Something within him continued to call out. Something deep he could not respond to. It was a woman.

Linera? Is that you?

“Come away from there, Yilera, please.” His voice cracked; the dryness in his mouth forced his words to chop the air. He needed to say it. Something was wrong. He had never been here, exactly, not with Yilera. But something felt so familiar.

Her eyes turned back to him, filled with glee. His eyes were drawn to Ubbe, who had barked to get his master’s attention. The dog ran into a dark narrow passage between a few trees. Old boy. He had something in his mouth, a child?

Yilera looked back at her father, confused. “Daddy, are you okay? What’s wrong?” Her question sounded like a reflection from a long pond. Her voice echoed in his ears, though her mouth wasn’t moving. The ashes continued to fall.

“Sweetheart, just get away from the trees!”

Alevist forced out another step, mustering all his strength only to fall once more. The pain about his neck was familiar, almost comfortable. His hands, wrapped between rope and skin, crushing at him; his hatred the only thing that kept him fighting.

Yilera’s head tilted and Alevist blinked. When he opened his eyes Erevayn stood at the edge of the dark passage into the tree line. He looked different. The same hatred and angst that his apprentice—for that’s what he was, now that Merin was gone—displayed in the cavern filled his face; this time, directed at him.

“Get away from her,” Alevist said. He didn’t know why, but his heart swelled more with the fierce pain. He stumbled forward once more, still holding out his arm to Yilera. Tears flowed from his eyes.

“No,” it was Erevayn’s voice, but there was something behind it. A female whisper. It sounded familiar, and that same voice beckoned from within Alevist.

Yilera turned back toward the edge of the trees, shrugging her shoulders. Ashes began to cover the top of her and Erevayn’s heads. She skipped toward Erevayn, humming a childhood tune, the same one she would hum as they danced around the tree in the yard. The same tree he had hung from. Alevist used to sing it to her. Erevayn’s dark smile grew as his golden eyes followed Yilera. Both turned to Alevist again.

The warrior found his strength, driving forward and lurching toward the pair, but as he did, they and the tree line moved further away. He forced himself to stand, locking eyes with Erevayn. He began to run, holding himself firm as his stride widened. His speed increased, the air in his lungs struggling for use. “No,” the voice said again. Erevayn’s eyes looked deeper into Alevist’s, seeming to lock the warrior in place. He reached over his shoulder for his weapon, like he used to when it sat braced in his baldric, the softstone in the vial of the blade melding it to the stone-treated leather; but his hilt was gone.

Both arms now dripped with his own blood, the old wounds at his shoulder and hip began to burn with agony. He fell to his knees once more, held by the invisible fists of his killers.

Erevayn, with his arm wrapped around Yilera, kept his eyes locked on the weakened Alevist. His face flickered, transforming from one moment to the next between Harglon and Alevist’s apprentice. He wore tattered brown trousers, wings beginning to spread from his back. They were drenched in blood. The white contrasted fiercely with the crimson. Scars covered his shirtless chest. A red glow began to glimmer from his center.

Alevist did his best to turn his head, but he was limited to whatever the invisible fist gripping his former golden hair wanted him to see. He tried to orient himself, his head tilting to see the stone embedded inside Erevayn’s chest.

A Tear.

Alevist now struggled to speak, grabbing for his heart as the pain sat, unmoving. His head tilted downward, looking at the spear puncturing the left side of his stomach. His blood flowed down his trousers. The audible drip into the dirt shook him. Feeling. He looked back up. His eyes locked once more with Erevayn’s, this time under his own control. As he tried forcing his muscles to move, they fell limp.

His dagger now lay in Erevayn’s raised right hand, dripping scarlet. Erevayn’s mouth moved, but the voice followed after. “Ueth shun tikl yoar blodth. Ailro redunin thulin MERCY.” Erevayn’s hand came down with the blade, Yilera still under his left arm. She was smiling, as if she had no idea her death was before her. The cold, runic steel sat at the surface of his daughter’s ear. The ash and embers fell harder now, but he held his gaze on the pair at the edge of the tree line.

“No!” Alevist yelled. As he reached, ash fell around him. The trees flashed behind Erevayn in a massive conflagration. The Sacred Woods were burning. The crest of the Dawn Tree sat in a vivid silhouette behind his apprentice, its golden leaves glowing with the light of a rising sun. The trunk of the Tree was blazon with a darker gold still. Erevayn dragged Alevist’s dagger across Yilera’s neck, sending blood over the cold blade, Erevayn’s face—unchanged.

“What’s wrong, Daddy?” her little voice cried out. “What’s wrong?” Her eyes. Her sweet eyes.


Sweat poured down his brow, his eyes opening in the shade of that lone tree—back in the mountains.

Back to Merin’s absence. Hayde leaned over him, eyebrows drawn. “Everything alright?”

Alevist sat up quickly, pushing Hayde out of his way. “I’m fine.”

Hayde clicked his tongue. Tisk tisk. “I’ve heard that before. You were mumbling in your sleep. Then you yelled no as I came over to hear what you were saying. I nearly obliged.”

“Bad dream,” Alevist snarled. “Just a bad dream.”


Merin’s body lay properly wrapped.

A part of Alevist was filled with pride at the sight. Not something he’d expected from the Stained fellow. Coin usually only called for so much action, and wrapping the bodies of the dead was hardly a part of the transaction.

“I can take the watch,” Alevist said.

Hayde had started back over to the fire. “You’ve been out less than three dial-turns I reckon, surely you’re exhausted.” The man clearly showed signs of fatigue himself. He fought damn well with that spear. And he was pinpoint accurate, like Artorious.

“I’ve been doing this a long time. Besides, lighting my blade is of no consequence to me.” Alevist felt no need to mention how hard he had tried healing Merin, and how much pain and exhaustion that truly caused him. “Let me take it.”

Hayde squinted and licked his bottom lip before huffing. “Fine.”

“Use my bedroll. I see your linens are all used up.” Alevist walked by the ranger, finding his post on a stone as he prodded at the fire with a long, loose stick.

Hayde nodded his head and moved to the bedroll. “Don’t fall asleep on me now,” he said. “We need you strong—I have a bad feeling about these mountains.”

Alevist had enough strength to chuckle, and after his dream, it felt good to have strength to do anything. He took in a deep breath, biting at the inner edge of his cheek. “Thank you,” he said, letting out the air.

Hayde scoffed, smiling, and settled down to rest.

The orange glow of the fire sent shifting shadows over Merin’s body. Alevist stared. Every once in a while, he would peer over his shoulder at Erevayn, wondering why he had been in that dream. He couldn’t hate a man for that. But that dream had left the old warrior hollow.

He did his best on top of that to not resent the young bastard for not thanking him. Alevist had pulled him from the grips of death after all. Though, a knock to the head as bad as Erevayn had taken may warrant a bit of a grace period.

Shit, Alevist thought. Should he be sleeping? He had used some of the Dawn Will on him as they were riding out of the cavern, but he hadn’t come to. Whatever headaches Erevayn would be having would be normal, but far less than when they had initially collided, especially at the speed they were going.

It seemed a heavy enough sleep, but Erevayn needed it. Both warriors felt the pain of loss, even Alevist had to admit that. Merin had been not only a friend to Erevayn, but a father. One Alevist should have been when he found out Artorious died that same fateful day. But instead, he’d lingered in self-loathing, abandoning all he had known. It was no wonder Merin looked at him with such judgment when Alevist had found them the day of Scillia’s wedding.
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Erevayn walked over to the fire.

Alevist looked cozy, wrapped in his cloak as he kept the fire going. Erevayn passed Hayde’s bedroll and his loud snoring. He paused, and Alevist peered back over his shoulder to acknowledge him. Erevayn smiled in the darkness, likely the shadow of it showing to the Daemonine. Merin’s body lay past the fire, wrapped now in what looked to be Hayde’s linens. They were carefully tied together, the Kul on a slate sheet of stone at the base of the lone tree.

The leaves drifted down from further above the mountain peak in a sudden burst of wind. Around them, the silver and blue folioles were lit with the orange of the fire and the light from the moon. Erevayn settled by the fire and began to clean his blade. Alevist sat by his side, his blade’s newly polished runic silver reflecting in the firelight. Due to the metal’s malleability, the oil would preserve it a while longer before they needed to sharpen it.

There was something in the way Alevist looked at him, a sort of resentment. No matter. There is no disdain, Alevist, that you may hold over me deeper and more agonizing than that I put on myself, he thought. He reached for his pocket, out of habit, but only tapped his empty flask.

Erevayn looked into the fire. “The Tear,” he said. It hadn’t quite left his mind. Even in sleep the thought of it alone nearly kept him from resting. “How was it possible?”

“Only way I know how…” Alevist’s eyes reflected the flames as he prodded at the fire. He stared at his friend’s body. “He was Kal’s Trusted. And before Kal passed, he blessed Merin with his own Tear.” He shook his head. “Bastard must have seen the traulth’s marks. Merin was always the smart one.” Alevist smirked, huffing out a soft laugh. “I saw the blood on him when we made light. It was fucking silver.”

“What does that mean?” Erevayn shifted in his seat, letting the fire warm him as a cool breeze shifted into their small camp.

Alevist turned to him, that look of disdain fully dissipated. “I will have to be your master now, Erevayn. Your Liege. And you, my apprentice—”

Erevayn tried to interrupt but Alevist threw a hand up. “I know—you don’t need lessons in the sword, but we need to get you to the Dawn Tree in one piece. As my final service to your father, and to Merin.”

Erevayn nodded, his own eyes drifting to the flames. “What does silver blood mean?”

Alevist sighed. “Aranor had silver blood. And that’s the only other time I’ve ever seen it. Aranor spoke to me of the other Artisans before granting me the Tear. Told me they were Blighted, and somehow, that influence of the Outer Will is what brought their death in stone. He said the Artisans couldn’t succumb to the Outer Will, for it would be granting it too much power.” Alevist scoffed, shaking his head. “Whatever the fuck that means.”

Then Erevayn remembered. He was close enough to see a tear fall from Merin’s eye as the traulth clutched him in its hand, and then he was pierced by that briary crimson claw. But before that there had been a flash, and Merin held the blade to his head. But he did cry. He did shed a tear. “So, he was what, then? An Artisan?”

Alevist sighed, clenching his teeth before answering, “Aye. He was.”

“He had to have known. Why didn’t he tell anyone? He could have taken up with Stalhom.”

“He may not be the only one,” Alevist interrupted. “Besides, Mer had his own plans for building, as Artisans did. Knowing what I know now, I regret treating his plan as a simple gesture. And I wish I had asked more.”

Erevayn frowned, tilting his head ever so slightly as he locked eyes with his new master. “What plan?”

“For the last thirty or so years, the bastard has been rounding up Vileborn in small communities all over Maetlynd. With help from his Turner friend, nonetheless.

“A Turner? Or a man named Turner?”

Alevist laughed, shifting his lips as if understanding the reason for the silly question. A part of Erevayn regretted asking, but he truly didn’t know the answer. “A Turner,” Alevist said. “He thinks the Vileborn have some preternatural ability to use the crimson stone. Something about the Old God’s war on the Artisans. He told stories as if he had been on Mercy himself.”

Erevayn hadn’t much knowledge of Turners, besides that the Bloünine were said to have wiped them all out before the Reckoning. If one had lived, and Merin befriended him… But the thought then led to Merin’s involvement with the Vileborn. “And Mer thought these Vileborn were what?”

“No more than tools, I suspect. Or I—suspected.” Alevist stood, moving around the fire. “I underestimated my closest living friend. And now,” his gaze moved to the body, “he isn’t here to tell me about it, when I’m finally ready to listen.”

Erevayn watched tears well in Alevist’s eyes. “I see,” Erevayn said. “And now he lies dead before us, as so many of the Artisans before.” He wanted to scoff. He was so angry at the Kul. So angry at him for leaving so soon.

“It used to take far more to kill them, in the height of their power. Those crimson rains took so much, the necrosis bleeding into so many so quickly. There was nothing many of us could do. And some, as Aranor, knew more than others. He knew his Tear could cure the very dirt we walk on, before he died leading what remained of the Aranari and the Hardranians south of the Ardent Wall. Others believed the Tears could grant the same powers Artisans held to others, with no consequence. They were wrong. So much madness, and so much greed.” Alevist moved back to his seat. “As I bear two of these Tears now, and as I had borne two before, I don’t understand how these men and women who were entrusted with them so misused them. Improper guidance, I presume. Though it seems our good friend was given some of the best. Kal’duun must have seen what was to become of his people. And the only hope for Maetlynd must have been to fight back with the Outer Will’s own curse. Though how, I still truly do not understand.”

Erevayn took in a deep breath, doing his best to hear everything his master was saying. So much of the history was filled with deceit and manipulation—but there was also sacrifice. So much of what he had learned—now revealed to be false. As much as Erevayn wanted to sit and work with his Runestone, it seemed so small a thing. He put his hand to the side of his aching head.

“That makes two of us. It seems my desire for vengeance is so small.”

Alevist nodded, his eyes widening. “You must focus on navigating the pain that comes with earning back your Form. Vengeance is—” He clenched his teeth. “Vengeance is small compared to what we must now do.”

“And what precisely are we doing? I imagine you can be more transparent, considering the only other person wholly in on your plan is now dead.” As he said it, he regretted it. But he bit down on his tongue and waited for a response.

Alevist sighed. “We make sure those forces of Mercy can’t come back. We make sure the Blight doesn’t rout our world again. For it has to be around—” He stopped. Words unspoken sometimes said more. Whatever loss the man had experienced pained him.

“Where’s your family?” Erevayn asked, shifting on his stone seat.

Alevist sniffled, blinking fast. “Gone. But that’s not important. We both have lost something and continue to lose.” He gestured behind him to the slate that held Merin. “No more. We can’t lose any more. The day your father died is the day my family did, and likely for the same reasons. That’s all you need to know—because quite honestly, that’s all I know.”

Erevayn wanted to know those reasons. Instead he sat, motionless. To pry at Alevist would yield little, and besides, they needn’t look around to find answers. There were none. His heart burned with hatred for those who wronged him, and now, for those who wronged his master—because they had wronged Erevayn’s father too—whether he knew their origin or not. If it was a game the Gods and Artisans had played before, he was in it now. He was in the fables, as the great warriors before him had been. As Alevist was.

He longed for his powers, for the Runestone to work. It had to work. If it didn’t, how could he ever be a hero?
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Hayde opened his eyes, the fire flickering embers and black smoke.

It was nice to see Alevist and Erevayn both resting near it, curled up in their own cloaks. Well-earned rest, Hayde figured.

Wait, who’s keeping watch?

Figures moved over the two quiet silhouettes in the moonlight.

Five, no… Ten… no… More?

He shot up, only to see the head of an arrow aimed directly between his eyes. A dark cloaked figure had it nocked. The Hardranians. Though, at a further glance, it was a shorter fellow. A Kul? A Haftil? Some of the silhouettes, he now saw, were man sized, and others shorter.

More arrows drew back in the darkness, the wood shaft and fletching grinding against the taught strings. Neera woke at the soft rasps of swords drawn from their sheaths.

He cleared his throat loudly. The attackers grabbed Erevayn and Alevist’s blades from them by the fire, holding sharp steel in the direction of the two Aranari. The men jolted awake.

Fuck. We’re surrounded. Ain’t that the quickest way about it?

The beings spoke an unfamiliar tongue. The figure over Hayde prodded at him, trying to get him to stay still. Hayde’s arms flew up as he recognized a childish glee behind the grunt of the foe before him. An excitement perhaps he once felt, a man at the end of his arrow; so much power in such little space.

“Good time to take a nap, then?” The mumbled jab was directed at Alevist and Erevayn.

If Alevist had his blade by his side, he could surely use it.

Hayde peered about for his spear before remembering it was still stuck in the head of a dead traulth.

He counted at least twenty figures now. Most were wearing the same black face coverings. The moonlight that caught them showed a crimson glow. Some of their eyes were colored asymmetrically, the same as his own. Some of their skin showed a pale white, others a darker tinted crimson. Some had scars that he could make out, but they shimmered in the moonlight with the same crimson sheen as the stones.

“Alevist, do you have a solution to this problem?” Hayde asked. The creature that had taken Alevist’s blade was shorter than the weapon itself.

One of them crept out of the darkness. “What brings you into our mountains?” a crackling voice said. Deep, the vowels carried thick under their face covering. Not like a Hardranian’s—more like a Kalatari. Hayde tried backing up from the arrowhead. The man before him watched carefully as he let him stand. Hayde looked down at Neera, over the body of the man with the bow. It was a man, surely. Or a boy?

Hayde tried to find his bow, then he recognized the one nocked in front of him. The bastard’s using my bow. The arrows seemed rather barbaric, though, not the familiar steel that tipped his and Neera’s. He looked to where she lay. They had stripped her area of her weapons as well.

Alevist broke the silence. “We are in search of the dark way. One your people may have come across.”

Your people? He knows who these are? Are they Kuls? The bastard in front of him was certainly short enough. But he had hardly seen any other than Merin up to this point in his life. But it was their mountains, so if there were ever a time… The silence between the groups made Hayde more uneasy. His gaze still drifted, looking for his spear, realizing for a second time, that it was gone. Fucking instinct.

“Your smith, Ewilen.” Alevist pointed down to Merin’s body. He had to know who these people were. “That is his kin.”

The people muttered among themselves. It would have been a good time to fight back. “That or die,” his mother would have said. She hadn’t, but she would have.

Erevayn looked just as lost. Hayde noticed Neera shifting her weight and signaled down to her to stay put. What she didn’t notice was the sword drawn behind her.

“You seek Baudin’s Gate? And this is the body of Ewilen’s kin?” The voice was calmer now—somber—almost. “Rise, then. We will take your horses. Silence along the way. If that is who you say it is, then we needn’t execute you in front of Ewilen.”

Hayde got shoved from behind and one of the creatures grabbed Neera by her shoulder, forcing her to rise. The horses that had been resting were being tugged along by some of the others. They seemed to care more about the wellbeing of the mounts. Hayde gave a dark look to the one who handled his sister, and the being simply did not relent as he shoved them both along. They were equal in height.

Erevayn and Alevist followed behind their leader. It had to be the leader. The first one to speak is always the leader. That’s what his mother would have said. Would have. That, or he needed the cleanest shirt.
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His Liege had tried pleading with whoever was leading them, even shouting out names of men he might have known, likely warriors from the Reckoning.

Luckily, the sack over his head was poorly woven, and Erevayn caught glimpses of their surroundings through the large gaps. He had seen the outline of his or Alevist’s blade in one of the larger fellows’ arms. Every time Erevayn turned his head to check on Neera and Hayde, he was shoved forward again, though the grunts of effort from the Stained twins stood out from the grumbles coming from these men.

There were visible glowing red marks about some of them. If these were the colonies of Vileborn, then perhaps Alevist’s suggestion would work. He said Merin’s brother was in the village.

Merin.

His body was still draped over one of the horses, who were also being guided through the vast ups and downs of their seemingly endless climb. The hooves clattered on stone and shale, the horses breaking out into whinnies every once in a while, and turning their large snouts. During Erevayn’s bored march, he imagined the horses looked back for their masters, or perhaps mourned Merin as the rest did.

If his brother was in the mountains, surely they could give him a proper ceremony. It was a shame he and Alevist had passed out by the fire, but their fatigue hadn’t fully passed after the days of nonstop travel. It had been a matter of time before his Liege made a mistake, and Erevayn was sure it was rare for anyone to have witnessed an old warrior such as Alevist make one. So he considered himself lucky to see that, and had decided the shame of being his watch partner would linger too.


The sun crested over one of the peaks as they scaled the mountains, the sound and smell of a burning pyre seeping through the sack covering Erevayn’s face. There was a faint red glow around the base of it. A cold chill bit his cheek, the burlap removed from his face.

Many stone huts surrounded the space. As Erevayn’s eyes adjusted, the sun peeking over the mountains lit trees and an expanse of houses. They were designed in such a unique way—no two were alike. Each bore different patterns of leaves draped as curtains over circular or square windows. Wooden doors and certain metals such as iron and steel were scattered about.

How could these people have such resources? Were they even people? It was such a sizeable village, relatively speaking. He looked around to see the warriors who had poked them through the mountains for the better part of two dial-turns. They seemed to be at the peak of one of the Kul mountains, and looking at Merin’s body, Erevayn wished the Kul were there to explain it.

Since they’d removed the sacks, it seemed the leader wanted them to see the village. He wanted them to see their humanity and ingenuity. The leader sent two men through the village and they shepherded curious residents back inside. The man had a certain aura of pride about him as he approached Alevist, taking him by the shoulders and guiding him near the other side of the fire.

Hayde, Neera, and Erevayn were positioned on stones surrounding the flames, three men for each of them. In a circumstance where rope wasn’t fraying at his wrists, it might be a fair fight. But with his hands behind his back, he knew it was best to let Alevist politick their way into a bed to sleep in.

Erevayn looked at the guards over Hayde’s shoulders, each covered almost entirely by dark cloth. Glints of crimson showed through openings at the wrists, like the woman and child down in Faulen. As Alevist seemed to finish his conversation with the leader, his bonds were cut, and so the leader nodded to the men guarding the rest of the companions. A knife suddenly burned cold against Erevayn’s wrist, sawing at the rope there.

Alevist and the other man walked over. He seemed Kalatari in appearance, his eyes hooded and sharp. His hands bore the claws of the noble race of warriors, but this man had red scars about him. Not red as simply blood or tissue, but marks that looked hard as crimson stone, etched in thin lines about his head and neck. Vein-like streaks mottled the man’s entire body, and the unmasked men around him bore the same, though they were not all Kalatari. Others were of all races of Maetlynd. Some had purplish charcoal skin, the red markings about them seeming more aged and natural.

The Merciani?

“You will finish your rest while we decide what to do with Merin. Ewilen is sleeping still, and I do not wish to wake him, so we shall wait until nature does.” The man’s voice had the Kalatari accent, the back of his throat biting at some vowels and raising inflection while finishing a sentence. He pointed to a hut behind them. “There are three cots in there. Wood and stone will do, and our blankets are the warmest.”

Patches of snow sat on the peaks overlooking the valley village. The summits were hardly higher than the village itself, so they must have been close to the peak of the western mountains.

Alevist nodded to the three of them, turning away with the Kalatari man as the rest of the companions were guided into the hut.

The wooden door closed behind them, though the thin cloth curtains blew with a breeze and revealed a few of the same guards posted outside.

“Damned if I ever let you take another watch,” Hayde said.

“Oh shut up.” Neera sat down on the bed, her eyes very much awake. Her leg started shaking, clearly nervous. “At least they unbound us. If they wished to kill us, Alevist wouldn’t have only nodded. So in theory, brother, we were given a more careless commute to where we were already headed.”

Hayde cleared his throat, sitting down on the bed. “They better not have lost my hat.”

Neera smiled as much as she could manage. “Mine either.”

Erevayn sat on the side of the bed. It would be hard for him to rest, considering that was what led them here to begin with. He felt silence was the best response to the two. Hayde wasn’t wrong. If Erevayn hadn’t fallen asleep on his watch, they could have fought back. The aching in his head had made it hard to fall asleep the first time, especially when accompanied by that dream. But perhaps, that was why he had drifted to sleep. Violence may not have yielded them a better fate than a warm cot and a roof over their heads.

Erevayn lay down, keeping his eyes open as the sun continued to creep through the blowing curtains. He got comfortable, allowing himself to count his blessings. He wasn’t in that dream world anymore, and he still breathed. More than could be said for his friend, who he had failed to save. He was comfortable, sure, but about his body, the heat of shame rose. What the men outside bore on the outside of their bodies, he bore within. The same shame they surely carried when they walked through the villages and cities below. A shame unique to the Vileborn. And now Erevayn felt like the enemy, having let his friend and mentor perish as he had.

There would be no more rest for Erevayn, for the day was only beginning. And until they came knocking on his door, he wouldn’t move an inch. He kept himself awake as the beating in his head started to subside. Perhaps Alevist had taken care of it when he was still unconscious.


Chapter 29
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He woke with a bead of sweat rolling from his eyelash and down his cheek.

The boy’s face. His plea for mercy. Kent. That was his name. And Salasmir, keen to remember it, sighed as his eyes roamed to the dark wooden ceiling.

All of the pain and suffering before he killed that boy rushed back to him. Something about Ilteria’s presence must have quelled his own self-loathing, for she had not come to him that morning. She had been there in Tenslyd, though. She had seen the King look at him and order him to kill the boy. The unspoken word had been an order, nonetheless. Bear the weight so it doesn’t break his back.

But what of his own back? What of the things he desired and what he sought? Perhaps getting his hands on one of the Tears would bring him what he had long desired. Those powers. Rumors existed that the Tears in the hands of an Artisan could bring life back. And for all that he had taken, perhaps learning that skill would redeem him. If his wife were to get pregnant or—more appealingly—if Ilteria were to get pregnant, then he could prevent the death of the child they bore. As he couldn’t with his first.

But instead, he nodded at his King, striking down the poor soldier, Kent. Another he could bring back.

Salasmir had made the most of his skills as a fighter. Born with a Mark, but not the ability to harness a single Runeform? He was set in line to be a Daemonine, or perhaps one of the Elunine. He did have a fondness for the Will of Dusk. But no, instead he was given nothing. He was trusted, sure. He was thrown to the savages that came from Mercy as Kaneretta’s last hope. And even when they had succeeded in defending it, some otherworldly power was granted the credit. He watched as his friends died. He watched as Ralden dove into the waters below and swam to the base of that great Tree in Kaneretta’s depths. And he watched him freeze inside that crimson stone after he did whatever it was that he did.

All that he had lost and all the sacrifices—when would it become worth it? It chewed at him, even as he rolled over in his comfy bed in the house of a Lord. That detail wasn’t lost on him, no, but he should have been the Lord, and it should have been his domicile. His citadel. His castle. Sun shone through the window, beckoning him to rise, but the cool ocean breeze kept him under the covers.

Kent, such a fine sword, probably. And so young. Another life on Salasmir’s shoulders. No problem, though—the High King didn’t have to bear the weight, and the Unity was finally working. Right. And three more men were lost to the same necrosis that had killed the Artisans over thirty years ago. All but Stalhom.

Stalhom would know what to do. Perhaps he would quell Salasmir’s turmoil with wisdom. The man had seen so much in all his years. All the Ages he had lived through. Was he a man? Or was he something more? He could see him, so surely that made him as much a man as Salasmir himself. But he held so much, he must be something more. As all the Artisans were. A reverence Salasmir sought.

Salasmir had grown used to the bad dreams. The madness when he slept alone usually crept in fast. Needless to say, he wished he had woken next to Ilteria. Maybe he wouldn’t have stirred in his sleep, fighting back the wide jaws of the mad beasts that nearly took the eastern coastal city of Kaneretta.

He turned his feet out from under the covers, allowing his toes to sink into the furs lining the wooden floors. There was some creaking, as good as the craftsmen of the Kalatari were. He walked over to the table, a fresh pot of tea waiting for him. A small letter leaned up against it, written in beautiful script, saying: Something to warm you on a morning I couldn’t.

He smiled, folding the note and pouring the hot water into the cup before him. She would make an excellent companion. And she could produce him the heir his wife couldn’t. A part of him had left her the day she had lost the baby. A part of him he wanted to neglect. A part of him that simmered in the guilt of that resentment.

It all seemed so small compared to the previous week’s events. The death of Scillia, the deaths from the Blight once more; they all seemed to be signs. Signs that perhaps what the High King was doing wasn’t going to work. It wasn’t working. Signs that the small things he did behind his friend’s back might help them both in the long run. Stalhom would have the answers. The Last Artisan always did.
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Dullo couldn’t shake the fatigue.

The red rims around his eyes pulsed the whole ride back to Ossilith. The wind burned at his face, the darkened landscape perhaps seeming even darker since his turning. All those years without one instance, and then, a noble damsel on the side of the road and he nearly lost all he had built. All the opportunity given to the crimson-marked and all of it would be for nothing.

Losing the last one in Anvia had hurt, and perhaps that’s why his will had weakened. Perhaps seeing someone in dire need was what drew it out of him. But he had seen plenty in dire need over the years since his last turning. None had boiled his blood like the thought of what they were going to do to her.

Too often the scarce Haltrishar female would go missing in the northeastern regions of Kaneretta, and too often he had not been around to prevent it. If he and Merin had worked out a better system, perhaps they would have been able to prevent some of the atrocities they had seen.

It was time to move on. Another opportunity awaited within Ossilith. The last word Dullo had gotten, held hope. If there were crimson-marked roaming the sixth level of Ossilith, they would have made their way down to the Martyr and holed up there, safe as could be. Dullo had always been good for the marks, and Ellnur, the barkeep, knew it. One of the benefits of working with the Consulars. They thought of it as fulfilling their sense of charity. The fools. Their wives were far more charitable than their husbands, and they didn’t want to be seen within a mile of a redborn.

Kythos didn’t have his wife anymore, or by word of it, his daughter. The two best parts of the man were gone, only his two sons remaining. One had a shot at being a good sort. The family Harthear of the emerald and white would have to rely on their eldest son to continue a fair family line. The problem was, the youngest was getting stronger. His Kaledar training was said to be some of the harshest, and they had begun incorporating a second Runeform into his schooling. The old Orders of the Nine held four apiece, at the minimum, so this was a step in the right direction. But now the eldest Harthear boy would have to train to compete with his brother, who had far more time—not having to raise a family and fight off trafficking in Haltreesh’an.

From a distance, Ossilith was beautiful, but within, he would have to come face to face with Kythos once more. An event that had become less frequent in recent years. Perhaps Merin had waited around for him. The odds were low, considering he was with his sworn. But still, Merin managed quite a bit of charitable work on his own.

The sworn protector of an Exile, Dullo scoffed, his eyes glaring under his hood at the beggars and merchants mucking about. Mud held the ground of the once-verdant lands of the Ver’Skyi themselves. What used to be green as the eyes of the peoples that roamed it was suffering still, the brown mud endlessly churned by people seeking refuge. Refuge from a man who didn’t care to give it.

All these years of Unity, and they still haven’t figured out proper living conditions for people within the walls.

Dullo had been there when Ossilith thrived, and now he could see all the boarded-up and torn-down homes. The wells, their filters probably clean compared to the village he had come from, but not as clean as they should be. But then, dirty water wasn’t blighted. It was a step above what these people could be drinking.

His cart tugged along, Vilitar between the shafts. Beggars were scared away by the cart’s wheels and Vilitar’s hooves kicking up mud. Dullo didn’t mind giving to the needy. In fact, that was what he was known for when he rolled through. It seemed they were starting to give him the respect he deserved. If he wasn’t stopping, there wasn’t much to give. And they would be correct. All he held in the cart were the goods that would pose well on the third level as items to sell in the town square. It was something to bide his time while he deciphered Merin’s messages and met with Kythos.

Though the Consular gave charity, providing coin and acting as a medium between the two friends, he still asked for something in return. So, it was never truly charity. Some information about ancient artifacts or locations of memorabilia would usually do.

Vilitar pulled Dullo and the cart through the gates of the first level, not as crowded as it once had been, but more crowded than it had been two years before. The ample increase in population was a good sign, the crimson stones no longer scrouging the sides of the great walls of Ossilith in the quantity they once had.

The stores of crimson stone were also given to Dullo to take back to Anvia. Not all, and the stores had grown less and less. Though, the Consulars typically found the stone worthless, and more of a poison than it really was. What it really was, was an opportunity to fight against the soldiers of those cursed lands. The lands Valdus had told Merin and Dullo of. The enemies who moved far too swiftly, the ones who clawed, and bit, and swung their blades to the death of millions.

Merin’s brother, Ewilen, had mentioned hope of repeating the technological advancements that were lost on the day the enemy sailed back to Mercy. Such advancements could give the redborn their legitimacy amongst the rest of Maetlynd, if the people would ever see them as anything more than enemies. Some of the redborn were unlucky, their blood poisoned but left unturned, their souls given mercy. Others, warriors who had their minds, were still coming from Mercy but choosing to stay, for one reason or another. But those were few and far between now. The old ones passed on their wisdom before they met their ends, sometimes at the end of a rope or the edge of a blade. The stories of Mercy from their eyes, the eyes of Valdus, were far more frightening.

Others told of great floating cities, built by the Gods themselves. A land filled with space to roam and harvest, a once peaceful land, some had said. Others talked of the wars of their own people and the pillars that had fallen—something Valdus had refused to believe. Some even said they were much like the rest of Maetlynd before leaving, but either way, they came to Dullo’s continent all the same, with crimson-tainted blood.

Dullo continued on his route through the city streets, the guards at the gates of the second level reluctant to let him through. An Ordained sat on the opposite side of the smaller gates, preaching on his wooden box about how the dark times had passed, and the Martyrs were the saviors. There was something to that. Their sacrifice was great, and the Betrayer only wanted one thing from Maetlynd—vengeance.

Dullo listened to the man’s speech, his Runestone lighting the space in a theatrical way. Merin had told stories when he was Ordained; before he left their order and fought directly under Kal’duun. They hardly liberated as much as they preached, whereas Merin wanted to become the liberator himself. It was a calling to him, one which led him close to Kal’duun before the old Artisan’s death. Of course there was no better partner for Dullo to eventually shack up with. Considering the close calls Merin witnessed with Dullo’s turnings, it was far too risky to be around anyone else. Merin always had better control over such things. But that had been hundreds of years before. During the Great War. Well before the Reckoning.

The bones rattled, the wheels churned, the pots and pans jangled. The wood of the cart creaked against some of his wares, drawing eyes to it as the streets grew quieter. Guards even stared askance at the Stained Haftil, wondering why anyone had given such a person property, even if it was just a cart.

The nomad rolled, and Vilitar pulled, and they ascended. The skies above were cloudy, as many days east of the coast as they were, though they would usually clear up by midday. The air smelled cool and Dullo felt the summer humidity dimming with every hoof cleaving the mud.

The gates to the third level lay ahead of him. The guards stepped out in front of the cart and Dullo pulled the reins to halt his horse. After a quiet whinny, the guards introduced themselves to the half-blood.

“Good late morning to you, fellow. Consular Kythos is limiting those who can pass,” the guard said. The boy was far too young for the armor he wore, his hair unkempt at his shoulders. The fine Ver’Skyi accent was well-practiced and he did an excellent job hiding his lowborn field accent. His almond-shaped green-on-green eyes were dimmed by the shade of the poorly branded golden half-helm.

“Good late morning, my young lad. I am here to set up my wares on the third level, see?” Dullo pointed back to his cart and then looked back at the guards. The one who approached him after getting in front of his horse held out his hands, as if waiting for something to be handed to him.

Money? No—stupid me.

Dullo pulled out a piece of parchment from under his cloak. His hands shook, this time uncontrollably. Acting the sodden old man or playing coy worked most of the time. Though it had grown into an honest gesture.

One of the older guards, likely the younger one’s superior, held the parchment, pretending to read. “Merchant guild seal, eh? Who gave you this?”

Of course, his eyes drifted over the one stamp.

A third guard rounded Vilitar, edging close to the posts of the carriage. Dullo watched him inspect his wares.

“Why, the Consular himself, as every Merchant Guildsman must maintain healthy relationships with each city he travels,” Dullo said. “How good a merchant would I be if I couldn’t get into the cities where I desired to share my merchandise?”

The third guard rifled through the back of the carriage. “Not much for wares back here, besides. You sure you want to get through?”

Though quite the insult, the man seemed genuinely dissatisfied on Dullo’s behalf, making him grow guarded. “Positive.” He eyed the guard inspecting a cheap painting, drawn by a child’s hand on a too large canvas. “I didn’t realize the rules had gotten so strict this low in the city.”

The man handed back the stamped paper. “Since the Duchess died, Consular Kythos hasn’t really left his estate. He’s locked it up a bit tighter. Apparently, a man to the north, the father of the groom who was supposed to be, has named himself the Stained King. Does that make him one of yours?”

Dullo laughed, rolling the parchment back up. “No, sir,” he lied. “He very much is not.”

The man smiled, likely filled with pride at being called “sir,” though by the three uneven curved white lines marking his shoulder patches, he was by no means an officer. The young one pulled his half-helm off his head and brushed back his hair. His eyes were still dim, with or without the helm.

The non-officer faced the dim-eyed boy. “Get on with it, then. Pendal, push the damn doors!”

The boy nodded, putting his helmet back on the crest of his head. It wiggled as he ran through the mud to the door. The oldest signaled to the top of the small gate tower, and the man above yelled over the other side of the door, likely passing on a similar order to the youngest on that side.

“May not want to linger long here, small man. They say a war is coming,” Pendal said as Dullo’s cart rolled through. He struggled to catch his breath from pushing against the mud.

“Don’t be too eager to fight it, lad. And if you find yourself in a fight, remember that blood always washes off more easily in the rain.”

Dullo didn’t even know what he meant by that, but it felt like a sort of wisdom. An obligation of the old to the young. Especially since, by the looks of him, his superior didn’t provide much of that in any way other than drinking and abusing women.

Dullo looked back, only to see the youngest one’s face scrunched about as he scratched the top of his muddied brown hair. The young fight the wars of the old. And that pain irked Dullo. Hopefully the progress they found with the crimson-marked could help change that. Perhaps they could grow a true Unity.


Chapter 30
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The wood about him creaked, as did the iron cages.

The sway of the ship hadn’t interrupted Steyvin’s rest. In fact, it made it easier for him to fall asleep during the late nights. He and his brother had been tended to often enough, fed often enough, and were each given a wash or two over the course of three days. All things considered, he had been treated worse.

The Seer hadn’t come to see them, and Steyvin lay awake, looking for a porthole. Not knowing the time was a way to drive prisoners mad. Fortunately, with Ilatu and Steyvin’s training, they were both able to keep their wits about them, timing the meals and washes to best suit a routine. The two would do push-ups in their cages, then hang from the top bars for pull-ups, doing their best to maintain fitness, even with limited space.

On the third night, it was harder for Steyvin to rest. He stared at the top of his iron cage, eyes wide with eagerness. There was something about the way Halvayne had left their last conversation that gave him hope—perhaps they truly needed the two Kaledar. He hoped the same was true for Bryseis, and that she too was being catered to. It was difficult for a woman aboard a ship, and Steyvin’s mind wandered often to her predicament. It angered him and kept him stirring. Ilatu shared the same sentiments, most of their conversations filled with vigor from his younger brother about how he’d kill whoever touched her. If they touched her.

Halvayne had given no assurances. Even during his time outside of the cage, separated from his brother, Steyvin would look around the halls for any sign of her. He swore he’d heard her in conversation with another woman after his most recent wash, and that was why he had stayed awake.

A door swung open—unusual for the time—or at least for how late it felt. The wood clacked with the footsteps of one of Halvayne’s men. Steyvin sat up.

“Ilatu,” he whispered.

His brother’s hammock stirred. He had given into the comforts after one more evening of sleeping on the wood floor. What use was it being stubborn if no one really cared?

“Wake up.”

Ilatu’s head poked out from the corner end hanging furthest away from Steyvin. “What is it?”

“Someone’s coming.”

“It’s too late for a visit.”

Steyvin slid from his hammock. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

“Aye.”

The footsteps finished their descent, and Halvayne’s massive form stood at the bottom, silhouetted by moonlight.

The Hardranian sighed, the scar on his cheek slightly twitching. “Come on, then,” he said, waving his hands over his head as more footsteps pattered on the staircase behind him.

A group of men poured down now, keys clanging on an iron ring. They moved to Steyvin’s cage first, ignoring his brother.

Halvayne had kept quiet, watching Steyvin stir as the keys rattled into the hole of the cage door. Steyvin wanted to struggle. But it felt like one of those times he perhaps should let himself be guided, and so he did. The men tugged at his arms. The one who keyed the door was the most wiry of them, while the rest fell on a scale somewhere between that man and Halvayne.

A mixed bunch the Hardranians were, but they all had a firm grip.

As he was shuttled past Halvayne, the bastard smiled an unruly smile, hands held to his hips. He had round features, though his jaw was sharp in the dim light shining down the staircase onto the man’s face.


Steyvin was shuffled back into Captain Lyndel’s quarters. As he was forced to his knees again, his hands clasped in chains before him, his gaze rose to meet Bryseis. She sat comfortably in a chair across from another woman. The other woman was slightly older than Bryseis from what Steyvin could tell. Ink blotted most of her visible skin. Her clothes were somewhere between tattered and stylish, not leaving too much to Steyvin’s imagination.

“Bryseis, I—”

The door shut, Halvayne’s heavy footsteps breaching the threshold into the room. “Now, we discuss plans. And you will tell your brother. You are the oldest, yes?”

“Aye—”

“Good, now… Ceranna, my Seer, introduce yourself.”

The mysterious woman rose from her chair. “I am Ceranna, Lake-touched. It is a pleasure to meet one of the sea.” She bowed. “You have with you a great Weaver. One of many talents. One who I could teach, if you bade me, in new ways.”

Steyvin’s eyes lowered from the woman’s to Bryseis. “What’s she babbling about?”

Before Bryseis was able to speak, Halvayne cut in. “Plans have changed.” He walked around the table, moving past Bryseis. “Ah, right. Ceranna arrived before any of my men could get their hands on your friend, don’t you worry. Bryseis is well-protected by my Sulaci.”

That was a word Steyvin was unfamiliar with.

“We see things,” the Seer interrupted, “and we have seen your role in what is to come.”

Halvayne’s eyebrows rose and his lip spasmed. “Yes… yes. We needed you before, but now we need you to play a bigger role. One in which we must trust you. And one that you truly don’t have much choice about.”

“And why would you give me your trust?” Why would I give you mine?

“We are to meet with the Amrinil Consular on the coast. It is his intention to use us to get Tears for him. He is unaware of what we possess, but he has promised us more lands to the north to fight the Stained, who now bring an army after the results of that wedding. But it would give us a more strategic position in the greater war to come. We will likely need to convince him that we’ll pester them more than we already have, though that’s admittedly slowed—” he stopped himself from continuing, sticking his tongue in his cheek as his eyes widened and wandered the room.

“Is that so?” The wooden floors began to sting at his knees.

“And so,” Halvayne continued, “we do not wish to make enemies of your father’s people, with our armistice. And what my Sulaci says is true. I have had it confirmed by a scribe from a dear friend of mine.”

“And how does this involve me? Who’s your friend?”

“Val—” Halvayne rolled his eyes. “Never mind that. Ilanudin, the so-called Consular of the Amrinil, is not going to keep his word. And so, we will need your father and his men to be at our side when the time comes.”

“May I?” Steyvin asked, pointing to an open stool near the wall. Beside it, a ewer sat on a small table.

The Seer looked at him, smiling. She stepped over, helping him rise, and brought him over to the stool. Her footsteps padded on the carpet. The scent of the Seer lingered around him.

As he sat on the stool near the ewer of water, he took a moment, testing Halvayne’s eagerness. He truly treasured that redolence Ceranna brought—crisp, salted sea wafted from her skin, mixed with whatever soap she had used that day. Steyvin felt the heat of Halvayne’s eyes.

Halvayne beat his fist into the desk. “The Amrinil are slimy bastards.” All eyes in the room moved to him. “My old cohort was betrayed by this fucker and I know it to be true.” He leaned off the desk, pulling his shoulders back. “Betrayed his own kin and then blamed mine for the demise. And so began our war, and most of my kin have perished because of it.”

Steyvin shifted on his stool. “That’s because you were the ones to do it.”

Halvayne scoffed, smiling as he turned around to look out at the moonlit ocean. From where Steyvin was sitting, he only saw the crest of the moon itself.

“Trust me, we were not. It was Ilanudin. I swear it. I regret fighting the Stained as long as I have, but I have done what I can to atone and have met with Galigus myself. But it was Ilanudin who used a tribe of my people for his crimes—the bastard. The man who rises to power is the first that the eyes must go to. The very fact he has delayed his Omen Mark this long should be hint enough. And somehow, he is allowed to get away with it.” Halvayne threw a hand up. “Your Unity’s Laws have bounds that can be broken, it would seem. And my people suffer losses in northern Taldreas. Once we touch the shores, an armistice will be put in place, though certainly that sharp-chinned bastard will fight it.”

“And why would you trust me to help you? If you consider us all the same?”

Halvayne shook his head in disagreement. “Your father’s intentions—whether you are aware or not—come from a place of love. Ilanudin is selfish. But he is a fool to underestimate us. Yet, underestimate us he always has. In recent months, Galigus has filled in many gaps in my knowledge of the future.” The large man took a deep breath, his chest rising and falling. “We will have to improvise a bit, but with room to move freely about the land that Ilanudin provides us for our mission, and with the Amrine engaged with the Stained forces, there will be a chance for us to escape. But we still desire the land, and so, will need your father.”

Steyvin stretched his neck, taking in the Hardranian’s words. “That will shatter the Unity, the Amrine and Silderai have not fought since before the Reckoning—”

“Have you not heard a word I said? The Unity has been cracked at the foundation since the day it was initiated. The Kul have disappeared and Haltrishar women are being smuggled across the ocean, ripped from their homes because the blind kin of your Consulars lead the rebuilding effort in that territory.” He paused, measuring his words. “You must trust me, though I haven’t earned that yet. I promise you, I will in time. These Tears we possess—in the right hands—can change the course of the future. I unified a divided Hardrada after the death of my brother. I killed those who named themselves Gods while in possession of the four Tears of our ancestors. Have I named myself a God?”

Steyvin poured water from the ewer with his bound hands. He took a large gulp, allowing it to pour down his recently cleaned chest. He hated having his hands bound. “Perhaps if I weren’t in chains.”

Halvayne ignored his sentiment. “The world isn’t as you pictured it in your citadel. Even in that hall where your family keeps the Sunken Crown. I mean to find what is wrong with it and root it out. If you recall from your histories, my people were the first to face the forces from Mercy, and the last. We held strong while they flanked the outer borders of the other continents, but in the end, we prevailed. I was there, and we lost most of our warriors, as others did, but we held onto a vast portion of our peoples and we started anew, forging our barren lands to what they are today. The Lesser Gods didn’t pull back those forces to never return. So you must consider when that day may come.”

Steyvin held his silence, playing at a game he knew Halvayne had no intention of pandering to, but he played nonetheless. His eyes veered between Bryseis, the Seer, and Halvayne.

Halvayne moved around his desk now, his patience wearing thin.

Steyvin sighed. “You may train our Weaver, Seer. If it so pleases you. But only at her discretion. And she is young, but not so young that you may practice physical discipline without repercussions, so mind yourself.” His eyes locked on Bryseis. “She is a sharp one.” He wanted to hold back the smile, but it was no use. There was something about Bryseis that was inherently disarming, and before he walked into what he thought was a midnight slaughter, it was a relief to see that smile upon her face. It felt as if he had seen the sun rise for the first time in months, even as the moon sat behind her shoulders through the wavy glass.

Halvayne stirred. “And what of my offer?”

“I didn’t hear a formal offer,” Steyvin said. He brought the cup to his lips again, raising an eyebrow at the Hardranian.

He dipped his chin. “You get your father to help us against the Amrinil when the time comes, and we split the Tears in my possession at the end of it, under an agreement of who will bear the burden and how.”

There was something about his offer that felt disingenuous, something false about it, but it seemed simple enough. Steyvin wasn’t quite sure about the use of the Tears. Though by Halvayne’s brief explanation, they could offer power. Did they work like the Runestones, then? And only for those with Marks?

“It will be a deal.”

Halvayne smiled. “Good,” he said, then yelled an order out into the hall.

The door swung open and two men yanked Steyvin upright. “What about my chains?” Steyvin shouted. His wrists rattled and burned with newfound chafing.

“They will come off in time. When you learn manners.” Halvayne nodded to his two men. “You can remove them once he is back in the cage.”

A right bastard, he is. “This is how you treat an emissary for a future ally then?”

Halvayne laughed.

[image: ]

As Galrawn heaved in lungfuls of early morning cold air, the turning of the season wasn’t lost on him.

Nor was it lost on him that in his company was one of the Forbidden. A fact he had always suspected, but hadn’t fully known.

It was confirmed, then. Kythos had taken a Bloünine under his care. And now they strode into the mountains, days away from their objective.

He’d messaged Salasmir about the pursuit; told him who it was he was after. A part of Galrawn was glad to have the responsibility, feeling like a soldier again. The long climb invigorated him. And as he was one of two Runeborn in the party, this Bloünine was the only other one to understand. Perhaps he understood more, the Age he had come from. But it made no difference. A mission was a mission.

The Bloünine could handle Alevist. As for Galrawn, that Stained bastard with the yappy mouth was going to pay. No mercy.


Chapter 31
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The door swung open, not a bell after Erevayn lay down.

As expected, he’d found no rest, but huddled in the bed against the morning chill.

The three were summoned out of the small hut. Neera and Hayde moved with Erevayn, each massaging their wrists after being dragged by them for the long trek. Alevist sat by the transformed pyre. Crimson stone had been laid around it in the shapes of finely constructed pyramids, acting as a fire wall, though the pyre itself was lit on shale gravel.

“Come, sit,” the leader from before said. “We were just finishing the tale of your climb.” There was silence after, as if he knew the pain of what came next. “And of course, Merin.” His eyes dipped to the base of what remained of the fire. The scarlet reflection sharpened his already keen appearance. He clenched his clawed fist and pulled it to the base of his chest, turning his head to stare at Erevayn. “He said one day you two would come, though I regret only seeing it now. He promised the future you would give our people. My name is Kalinuo.”

Before Erevayn could return the introduction, Alevist stood. “We have decided what to do with his body.”

“Alevist!” The voice sounded so familiar. A Kul wrapped his arms around the older Aranari, holding the embrace with his face pressed into the taller man’s stomach.

As the Kul pulled himself away, Erevayn’s attention fell on the four men behind.

They carried Merin’s body on a stretcher, the cloth knit tightly between two spear-shaped crimson stones. They shifted him off their shoulders onto the table, and Erevayn saw Merin’s peaceful face. Women of the village gathered around, all with veined crimson etched in their skin. They dressed his body with white-petalled flowers and roses, the thorns sticking into the clean leather jerkin. Merin’s fists clenched the pommel of his favorite shortblade over his chest—the steel had never looking sharper.

The Kul turned back to the three standing near the dimming fire. A short smile crossed his face as Alevist introduced him, saying, “This is Ewilen—Merin’s brother.”

Ewilen’s face was flecked with scars, so similar to Kalinuo’s. Small patches of crimson veins rode his arms too, coursing up to the torn short sleeves under his cured leather vest. He had a full head of gray speckled hair, wrapped and tied back in a single braid.

Ewilen paused in front of Erevayn, grabbing him by his forearms, looking up at the taller man. “I can’t believe it,” he said. “We have never met, but I feel as if I have known you your whole life. Merin spoke so highly of you.” The Kul reached out his arm, pulling him in. Though shorter, as Kuls were, there was a paternal air about him nonetheless. Erevayn accepted the greeting in silence, feeling there were no words he could add.

Instead, he smiled, happy to feel the warmth of familiarity. At his waist, Ewilen held a smithing hammer. It had a unique, stoney sheen to it, as if crafted from the same runic silver as Erevayn’s blade.

Ewilen turned to the twins, pulling himself around Erevayn and gripping Hayde’s forearm.

“Hayde,” he said. “And this is my sister—”

“Neera,” she cut in. Ewilen pulled the back of her hand to his lips, as one might do in court. Neera couldn’t help but blush, as if she had never been greeted in such a way.

“And what brings you all to our settlement?” Ewilen asked, turning back to address Alevist and the rest.

Wandering eyes peered through windows in the village. Feet pattered on shale ground, patches of loose dirt kicking up. The wondrous trees on the valley tops appeared lush with white leaves that turned silver in the reflection of the rising sun. The crimson stone also reflected light through the glowing flame of the fire before them.

“We did not partake in this journey for what you may believe,” Alevist said. His gaze panned around the villagers, noting the many curious stares.

“Come, let us move into the great hall,” Kalinuo said, waving the group toward him. They followed him to a larger wooden building, reinforced with stone and with a thatched roof. Two large doors opened as a couple of men—poorly armored and holding weapons with a crimson glint at their blades—pushed with great effort. After Hayde and Neera filed in, the doors closed behind them.

The great hall was filled with animal skin rugs; massive white-furred bear rugs were splayed on the floor. An off-center great table filled much of the room, and a large wooden chair sat at the base of a small dais not more than fifteen paces from the far end of it. Next to the table, cooks tended a small fire pit. The scent of salted meat lingered in the chamber. Women and children, all marked with some deformity from the Blight, chattered in small groups. And three boys resembling Kalinuo leaned against the walls, interrupting their own conversation to walk over.

“Ah!” Kalinuo said. “My sons. Please, come sit.” He beckoned them over as one of the women in the chamber cleared a space at the table. “These are my boys: Bolin, Hulin, and Toulin.”

The crimson veins on each of them looked like tattoos on their skin, intricate and detailed, looking almost intentional in their placement. As they strode over and the surrounding Vileborn noticed the newcomers, the hall emptied.

The largest and oldest son stood nearly half a foot taller than his father, and the same distance wider if Erevayn were to guess. His left canine showed itself in his sideways smile. “Bolin,” he said, his voice deep and resonant. If the space had fewer rugs, it would have sounded like a beating drum.

When Bolin had introduced himself to the party, the next oldest stepped up. “Hulin,” he said, mirroring his brother. Though his voice was not quite as deep, it was of a maturing age. He had a bow wrapped by the string around his shoulders, and he stood only a bit taller than Ewilen.

As he moved over to Hayde, the Stained ranger turned his head to the side. “You look familiar. And so does that bow.”

Hulin smiled wide, his brothers and father turning to look at him. His glee dissipated as he locked eyes with Kalinuo, whose face remained indifferent.

Hulin turned, his cheeks reddening against the tanned skin beneath his marks. “Pleasure to meet you again.” And then he unwrapped the bow from his shoulders, handing it back to Hayde.

Hayde snatched it and Hulin stuck his tongue out. The ranger scowled as he watched Hulin scutter over to greet Neera, his glare burning a hole in the back of the boy’s head.

The last son approached slowly. He walked to Alevist first, tilting his eyes from under his brown curly hair. He muttered quietly, his voice still youthful. His accent was sharp and he spoke the common tongue as if it were foreign, but well enough. When the boy came to Erevayn, he kept looking back at the older Aranari. There were small red patches at the edges of his eyebrows, disproportionate on either side.

“Erevayn,” the apprentice said, holding out his hand with a smile.

“Toulin,” the boy muttered once more, still keeping his gaze locked on Alevist as he scurried over to introduce himself to Hayde.

Alevist looked to his apprentice, seeming to share Erevayn’s confusion.

With the introductions finished, the group found their chairs around the table. Kalinuo sat at the head with Ewilen by his side. The three sons scattered behind their father, plopping down on the dais at the head of the hall. One of the women finished building up the fire in the pit, the crackling flame kicking up embers.

Kalinuo spoke up at last. “You can talk freely, Alevist.”

“Thank you.” Alevist leaned in, still cautious. His chair creaked as he adjusted himself, while a woman poured all of them water. Before Alevist raised it to his lips, Kalinuo grabbed at his forearms.

“Best you don’t drink that,” he said. He smiled at the woman pouring the water with a vast familiarity. “Excuse my wife,” he continued. “She was born of the red, hence she has never needed your filters.”

Alevist looked at the contents of his cup, slowly lowering it back to the table. “We have a few of your waterskins,” Kalinuo said, turning to add something in the Kalatari tongue to his youngest. Toulin then ran to the door of the great hall, knocking on it until the guards on the other side opened it. He ran out, clear excitement in his step.

“This is my wife Ungretta,” Kalinuo said.

The woman bowed, staying silent. Her hair was long, but tied back, a loose strand curling itself over each of her ears. It was a sandy brown, and she bore some strong Kalatari features, such as small claws for nails. Her ears were pointed like that of the Amrinil. Her eyes were red, though not like a Daerikal’s. They appeared a deeper crimson, and only the sclera. Her pupils remained a deep hazel, clashing oddly with the scarlet behind.

Moments later, the boy returned with four waterskins. All were empty, but he brought them over to his mother, a large smile on his face. A silence lingered, Alevist pausing again. There was something in the look of Erevayn’s master that showed solemnity or envy.

“I apologize,” Kalinuo said. “Our wells have started to run more tainted these last few weeks. I want to be careful.”

The four sighed in relief, though Erevayn couldn’t remember the last time he had come close to any tainted water. The filters had become more of a formality than anything.

Ungretta poured water from the same ewer, and Erevayn now noticed the light crimson sheen of the translucent fluid pouring into their skins. The lids and their long, cylindrical inserts lined the table; each insert rattled with the ground crimson and softly shining Runestone, still clean considering how long they had been in use. As she finished pouring one waterskin, she handed it off, first to Alevist and then the rest of the party. Both Hayde and Neera took their cups, pouring a splash of the liquid into them. Erevayn did the same, swirling it around at the bottom of the pewter, which now that it was in his hands looked familiar. At the bottom of the cup, he saw the engravings TMM.

The Merciful Martyr has these pewters.

The liquid swirled, and no crimson flashes remained. Erevayn hadn’t thought about his flask until then. But it sat, pressing weightlessly against the top of his thigh along with Viyala’s necklace. It seemed when they were taken up the mountain, the Vileborn did the courtesy of leaving the man his curse.

“I am sorry for the interruption.” Ewilen sat back, his eyes widening as he stretched out his neck. “Now, tell us why you came here. And why my brother lies dead on our Isola.” The Kul poured out water from the ewer with no filter, drinking it freely from his cup.

And how is it that these people freely drink the tainted waters still? Erevayn thought. How is it that the tainted waters remain? I don’t recall any recent crimson storms.

“Right,” Alevist said, gesturing to the ewer. “This is why I have come. The tainted wells merely confirm our need to make this journey.” The old Aranari then reached into his cloak, pulling out a necklace from within. “This is Ossilith’s Tear, or so I believe.”

And as Alevist finished his sentence, every one of the Vileborn in the room slid out of their chairs and bowed down. Ungretta too, stopped pouring from the ewer, bringing it to her chest as she kneeled before the glimmering Runestone.

Alevist looked to Erevayn, Hayde, and Neera, who all shared the same uncomfortable look.

Ewilen too, had kneeled down. “You bring to us,” he said into the stone floor, “a sacred artifact.”

“Please rise,” Alevist said, tucking away the Tear.

And so they did, carefully. Kalinuo’s sons at the base of the dais rose slowly, each looking at the other in confusion as the eldest whispered something to them.

“It is as I have feared,” Alevist continued. “These mountains grow more dangerous, and the lands below yours will all suffer the worse for it. Though Merin is dead, it grows ever more important that we finish our journey.”

Hayde and Neera both looked out of their depth, making Erevayn feel less alone. Still, he tilted his chin up, reviewing the knowledge that Alevist had bestowed upon him the day before. So it is the Tears that prevent the world from turning over. It is the Tears that purged the curse from our lands. And it is the Tears, that outside the dirt, may bring even more death.

“Then we must help you,” Kalinuo said.

Alevist’s eyes snapped to the Kalatari.

Ewilen nodded, taking another sip of his water. “If what Merin has told us these last thirty years is true, it will be our honor to serve you.”

Alevist clenched his jaw as the Kul bowed his head once more. He seemed to resent his role to come. A sentiment Erevayn wanted to understand, yet couldn’t.

“On top of that,” Alevist said, looking at Kalinuo, “we were followed into these mountains. There are other men after this Tear. Or at the very least, after me.”

Kalinuo whistled back to his sons. “Hulin,” he said. Then he spoke in that foreign tongue. Though the Aranari, and Kaledar specifically, were trained in most languages, the Kalatari tongue was one so harsh that Erevayn had a hard time recollecting more than greetings.

“My middle son and a friend of his will set out. They will take the other path, the one more traveled. The earliest word we will have is half a day’s notice, but it will give us time to prepare if what you say is true.”

“Does he need to know what he’s looking for?” Neera asked.

Kalinuo laughed. “Merin is dead. He and Dullo would never come to this settlement in such quick succession. If there are people from below on the path into these mountains, then they are who we are looking for.”

The group nodded. Hayde eyed Hulin with some distrust. Then the boy looked back with a smug look before running from the great hall. The doors stood open as a cold breeze followed behind him.

“Come,” Ewilen said. “You will tell me what weapons it is you require, and I will begin work until my brother’s resting ceremony.”

“Ewilen,” Alevist said. “I need a word with you alone.”

The Kul nodded and addressed the rest of the group. “Then, you will all meet me at Mountai’s Stone.”
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After the great hall cleared, Alevist turned to Ewilen.

“He was an Artisan.”

Ewilen scoffed, though not in the way Alevist had been expecting. It was as if he knew. The Kul sat himself down, leaned back, and sighed. “I was dead, Alevist.” The great hall whistled with a cold wind. The fire burned warm, causing his skin to crawl with the burst of air still rushing in from the closing doors.

“What are you talking about?”

“I was with Kal’duun himself and my brother when the mountain villages burned. The eastern side was falling; I believe you were fighting in the sortie at the Ardent Wall with Aranor at that point. Before you were sent to Edelvin. The Merciani warriors, both the ones who sailed here and those who had turned because of the earliest storms, pushed us. Kal’duun was bitten and clawed, but fought through to bring us out of an assault and send a sortie of his own. But, one last time, from the handle of his great ax, he lit his final light. He had an inkling about the crimson stone, pulled some from stalagmites. He used the last of his Will to press the stones together, and handed them off to my brother.” Ewilen gazed into the fire, deeply. Seeming to live through it once more.

“Kal’duun asked me to stay with him and press the attack down the mountain pass to clear the way for Merin. I still am not sure why. But once my brother was gone, we fought to the last. Kal’duun threw himself forth, with me and the other Cleavers, and we charged to cover my brother’s retreat.”

Alevist pulled up a chair beside the flames, not letting his eyes leave Ewilen’s. He had known Merin was Kal’duun’s most trusted, but he had never heard the firsthand accounting of any of it. As much as Merin loved stories, the Kul’s last stand was not one he liked telling.

“I died in these mountains, Alevist. Side by side with Kal’duun himself. We fought from the highest village, pushing the enemy down to near the Verdant Sky itself. And then, I was cut down by a briared blade.”

“That’s impossible—”

“That’s what I thought,” Ewilen snapped. “I’m not even sure where they came from. It was as if they had pooled from the mountaintops or hiked over the western side to send their assault.” He stood, walking over to the side of the empty hall. He grabbed a ewer. “Don’t worry. I made this months ago. It’s safe.” The Kul poured out what looked to be silver ale, taking a sip himself and then handing a cup over to Alevist.

“So that was it,” Alevist mused. “Similar to what happened to Merin in the mountains. Kal’duun knew the Blight entered his body. And he sacrificed his last bit of Will.”

Ewilen nodded. “I don’t know where Kal’duun sent Merin, and Merin never told me.” He sighed once more, taking another sip and breathing through it. “All I know is that we lost, and the enemy pressed further east. It was likely the same force that ended up besieging you at Edelvin. But my brother came back for me. I’m almost certain I attacked him, fighting the madness outside of my own consciousness. But then I woke up, and he was there over me. Just the two of us, but I had my awareness back. I don’t remember what death felt like—only the emptiness.”

That made Alevist recoil, for he too had felt that numbness. Though as death slowly came for him, the pain had grown extreme. But so close to relief. A relief that he felt something again after he watched his wife and daughter die. Alevist put his hand to his neck, feeling the rope as if it still chafed him. The choking, the spear in his side. He had awoken on the ground, the noose still lying behind him; Merin knelt over him.

“My body fought the madness because of Merin,” Ewilen said, holding up his arm and rolling back his sleeve to show a scar. “My brother was with me for two months. Once the Blight—that suffering—was gone, I remained.”

“So you knew this whole time?”

Ewilen sat back down, warming his callused hands. “I only had suspicions.”

Alevist reached back into his cloak, pulling out the Tear from Merin’s blade.

Ewilen leaned in, taking note of the different appearance of the stone. His eyes were wide. “May I?”

Alevist dropped it into Ewilen’s cupped palms. The Kul pulled something from his pocket, a small looking glass of sorts. He twisted it, then took the stone to the fire light to examine it. “This is Merin’s.”

“Aye.”

“So he was able to pass it on before he was stabbed and crushed?”

Alevist felt the heat of that moment as if he were there in that cavern again. He took a deep breath in, blinking slowly as he released it. “It was his last great effort. I saw the great light flash, unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”

“And if he was an Artisan, why didn’t he hold onto it? They were said to be able to survive death in untold ways.”

Alevist shook his head. “I’m not sure. The traulth’s claw that stabbed Merin was briared like the blades of the Merciani. So maybe he thought he was Blighted.”

Ewilen’s face was solemn as he leaned back in his seat. He must have turned his mind elsewhere in that long moment, for he said, “So you must embed yourself with it.”

Alevist scoffed. “That’s not an option.” He would never stoop to the level of the blood knights, not for anything. For one to grow gluttonous with pride and glory—that was the ultimate sin.

“You must take on the role of Artisan, Alevist. It makes sense. You came back from near death, too. Perhaps you can bring him back,” Ewilen said, gripping the stone tight in his fist.

“I don’t know how, even if I tried. I cannot offer the gift of life entirely. Only bandages. Believe me, I have tried. With Merin—” he shook his head, tears in his eyes, “he was already too far gone by the time I got to him.”

“This gem though. Perhaps it’s the missing piece.”

“I cannot imbue myself with the stone,” Alevist said, leaning back. Though he almost wanted to. “I wouldn’t know how. And I’m assuming you don’t either. Unless Merin shared how he did it with you.”

Ewilen sighed somberly at the words. “I should have known better than to suggest it.”

Ewilen still didn’t want to let go of his brother; nor Alevist, one of his greatest friends. But there was purpose to Merin’s sacrifice. Even if Alevist had the power to resurrect him, he wouldn’t know how. Based on Ewilen’s story, the only known way would be to imbue himself with the stone. And it couldn’t have been Merin who conducted the ritual on himself. Likely it was an Artisan, perhaps Ossilith or Kal’duun himself.

The two sat there in silence, drinking and warming by the flame. A gust of wind brushed against the doors of the great hall. Moments of peace for men of war were hard to come by. Merin had disturbed his peace with his death. He wanted to curse him, bellow his anger out in the hall. But instead, he sat by Ewilen, filled with gratitude.

The anger he held within, Alevist knew, was meant instead for vengeance. And as he sat there in the mountains, each day would mean another without cutting down Harglon. Once that was done, then he would rest. There was no peace at the end of vengeance, but perhaps the noose could finally provide what no blood on his hands would.


Chapter 32
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The sails of the ship rippled with the wind.

They cut heavily toward the west as the High King’s transport traveled in the direction of the Daerikal Isles. Viyala looked down at her garments, full of pride and a bit of joy as she stared at the shimmering surface lit by the morning sun. Ilteria had woven her an appropriate garment for the trip; a leather tunic covered in wool, the sigil of Unity with the Amrinil blade at the fore, the other six weapons arrayed in a gradient in the background. The olive green and deep gold of her house colors were beautifully on display, the tanned leather beneath the sewn tabard peeking out.

Viyala leaned against the gunnel. She took a deep breath in, then out, allowing the cold ocean air to bite at her lungs. It was somewhat of a relief coming from the late summer heat on the shore, and now—with the changing of seasons—she could enjoy her favorite time of year on the open water.

The sea swashed below as the wood and iron front of the ship tore through it like hands ripping parchment. Foam brushed against her face, and the reflected sun nearly blinded her. She turned back at the sounds of approaching footsteps on the deck of the Tempest.

She looked into deep violet eyes as Ilteria moved toward her.

“Good morning once again, my Lady.” Ilteria bowed.

She smiled back in greeting. “Thank you dearly for the garments,” she said, spinning like a child at a ball rehearsal.

“It was no trouble at all. I find it appalling that you never received any replacements.” She examined the outfit. The two stood near equal in height, Viyala an inch or two taller. Ilteria tugged down at the sides of her blouse. “Loose fitting, though still accentuates your figure. Toughly woven as bone and padded armor, without the bulk. Honestly, some of my most impressive work.”

The blue and silver outlines embellished the white shirt, the buttons flanked by the same off-kilter stag horns on either side. It was truly remarkable that she had done it in a single evening. What wonders could Viyala have created if her father hadn’t pulled her from school?

Viyala shut her eyes, taking in the crisp air. “Have you ever been to the Daerikal Isles?”

Ilteria turned back to face the open ocean. “I have not. Never even stopped there. To be honest, I’m quite nervous to meet the Last Artisan.”

“Oh, he is like the rest of us!” Viyala laid a gentle hand on the Weaver’s shoulder. “His wisdom is awe-inspiring, but he walks on two feet. Some say he even bleeds like the rest of us. But legends wouldn’t be legends without some truth.”

Ilteria smiled. “So catch me up, love. Salasmir told me you had contact with his nephew? How did that go?”

Heat rose in her face, fighting against the cold air. “It went—fine.”

Ilteria turned to look at her now, seeming to take note of her shyness. “I am sorry, dear. I didn’t mean to bring up Scillia, I only meant—”

Viyala raised a hand. “No—no, it’s fine. It’s not that. Though, it does make me sad.” She brought her hand to her lips, trying to cover the side of her face. She wasn’t crying, at least no more than the tears caused by the whipping wind. “It was Erevayn.”

“Ah.” Ilteria came around, dipping her head to try and meet Viyala’s eyes. “So he is important to you?”

“I’m ashamed.” She was nervous to speak on it, considering Ilteria’s seemingly growing apprehension of her, but she needed to let it out. Perhaps it would quell whatever Ilteria felt toward Viyala, for she had noticed the Weaver’s growing relationship with the Hand.

“Shame? And why would you be ashamed of a heart’s desire?”

“He was once married to my cousin—before her death.” She studied the violet eyes of the Weaver, expecting judgment. It never came, so she continued, “When we were children, we had young love, as children do. We would roam, slay imaginary dragons in their lairs, even try to sneak into the Sacred Woods, never succeeding. Once he moved along in his Rite and became a Kaledar, his bloodline was important. Strong enough to merge with the Amrinil. Since they produce kin who are usually of Aranari blood, no matter the race of the other. And so, they combined two powerful houses.”

“And this brings you shame?”

“She was killed—soon after her father—by the bastard Hardranians. Their King sent assassins to poison my uncle. Then they found my cousin’s body at her marital hearth southeast of Thonn. She was shot through—two or three arrows—I can’t remember.” And even more shame overcame her.

Ilteria’s eyes softened, though something about the violet kept them fierce. But the Weaver’s gentle touch on her shoulder warmed her.

“You need not feel shame, dear. In fact, a match between you two now would make perfect sense, no?”

Viyala warmed to the idea that Ilteria felt close enough to not call her Lady. “He bears the Mark of the Exile.” Viyala raised her eyes. Though filled with sorrow, she would not cry. There was no amount of shame that could make her cry. “The match is now forbidden.”

Ilteria cleared her throat and sighed. “I am truly sorry. I am sure there is a way for him to earn back his birthright. I’ll admit, my knowledge of Omen Will is limited. He may never be considered of noble blood again, but that matters not when a father sees his daughter’s joy at heart.”

Viyala laughed. “You don’t know my father.”

“I do not,” Ilteria said. “But come, let us speak of happier things.”

They began to descend the stairs to the deck below and Salasmir appeared at the bottom of them. “Ah, Viyala. Just the apprentice I was looking for.” He shifted his eyes to Ilteria as the two continued their descent. “Ilteria.” He smiled wryly, concealing something behind it. A tension Viyala ignored.

“What is it you need, Lord?”

“We received word this morning before departing. Something I have looked over with the High King. Why don’t you come sit with me in my cabin for a while and we can discuss it.”

Ilteria widened her gaze. “Anything I will hear about?”

He looked between the two women, nerves clear on his face. It was comical to see a warrior outdueled by the object of his affection. Viyala could understand it. They had been on the road a while. A romance between the two would make sense. The King had taken a concubine, so why couldn’t the Hand?

“Yes,” he said, holding out both hands for the two women to balance as they stepped onto the main deck. “We received word that Stained forces are gathering in the north. It is something we will have to inform Stalhom of, to be certain. But a strategy is in order.” He smiled at Ilteria now, his eyes locking with hers. “I am afraid Viyala and I must do as Hands do, and discuss possible solutions and how to introduce this to the Last Artisan.”

He was doing his best to maintain whatever secrecy he felt he had, though his desire was writ on his face.

“Of course, Lord.” Ilteria’s head dipped, her eyes peeking from under her dark hair.

Viyala walked with Salasmir, moving aft to go below. She felt Ilteria’s eyes burning into her back. Having confessed all she did to the Weaver, she was surprised at the woman’s clear envy.
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The emptiness of the halls made the ominous space even more so.

Surely running a Consular’s estate required more hands, but Dullo had seen none of his kin. Though he knew they were never really his kin, for how could a half-blooded man belong to the Unity?

The open ceilings created almost a brighter sky than that experienced by the people on the first few levels of Ossilith. The wooden table was practically the length of a small ship, but the two of them were now sitting uncomfortably close.

Kythos ate his mutton, the meat gushing fluid as if it had just been slain. He chewed and chewed, staring blazingly at the other end of the table, where all the chairs sat empty. His bites began to slow as he sat up, taking a deep breath with his final swallow. He set the bone down, the fine glass now dirtied with the remnants of the rest of his food. There was still so much to eat; fine vegetables that looked plucked fresh that day from the garden in the courtyard, and a potato he had taken only one bite from. There were a few beggars on the way up to the third level who could’ve eaten that.

“Why, small one, is the food not up to your standard?” Kythos’ voice rasped through a cough as he placed his closed fist over his mouth, far too late. The Consular turned his head and waved over the slithery Weaver. It wasn’t right, having a man be a Weaver. That was the one thing afforded purely to the noble women, and they couldn’t even have that.

The man’s nephew patted at his once-proud uncle’s face with a cloth napkin before being waved off. As Kythos caught his breath, he took a sip from his goblet while the Weaver refilled it, forcing the young man to spill some on the table.

Dullo, out of respect, reached down to take another bite of his potato.

“That’s more like it,” Kythos said. “Now, let us get to business.”

It was rather funny to Dullo that the Consular had waited until Dullo’s mouth was full to start a conversation, but nonetheless, any extra time spent with this man was one he would resent later. Perhaps he should have gone to the Martyr first. Then he wouldn’t have had to suffer in Kythos’ company.

“Firstly, thank you for your condolences. I am afraid I grew rather quiet when you gave them earlier, but I want to express my gratitude for your empathy.”

Dullo’s eyes stayed still, but his smile bit the corners of his mouth. He trod carefully. “Scillia was far too young.”

Kythos choked at the mention of her name, putting his fist once again to his lips, blotting at his chin with the napkin.

“Lord, it is and has always been my belief that when we stop saying the names of the dead we loved, only then are they truly gone,” Dullo said.

Kythos sat up straight. “Merin left you a letter. And I hope you understand that, contrary to our normal arrangement, I had to open it. He was accompanying persons of interest on their journey into the mountains. And so, I needed to see if there was information we could use to pursue them. Obviously, no harm will come to your partner, but we need what he has and potentially who he is with.”

“And what or who is he with, Lord?”

“My daughter’s necklace,” Kythos said. “Said to be in the possession of Alevist Lightseeker. Accompanied by a group that failed to protect my daughter. Nonetheless, capturing Alevist could lead to justice for the family he killed, and of course, my daughter’s necklace holds the dearest value to me. And so I sent—” he hesitated. There was something hidden now in his face as it grew more stern, more sure. “I sent a few men to gather it, of course.”

Scillia’s necklace. The supposed Tear he had told Kythos about. It was perhaps, in hindsight, foolish that he had offered it up, but it had seemed of no consequence at the time, considering it wasn’t actually a Tear. Only, it had led to the death of the Duchess. Perhaps that was Alevist’s angle? But Dullo only worked with him based on the man’s history with Merin. He had even agreed not to mention anything in his letters to Merin these past couple of months. Perhaps he should have. Perhaps the Duchess Scillia would still be alive.

“It’s my understanding—Lord—the Snow Manes managed to slip a few of theirs into the ranks of the assassins who raided your daughter’s wedding. Do you think perhaps they took the necklace?”

“No, I am sure of it. My men all but confirmed it.”

Dullo decided not to pry, moving on to the matters he truly cared about. “The letter, Lord?”

“Right.” Kythos waved his nephew back over, who unfolded the parchment in his hands and handed the letter to the Consular. The man held it out to Dullo, pulling it back before Dullo’s hand could reach it.

Curse being small.

“I believe you have more information for me than that? Or was that it? The Hardranians are to blame for my daughter’s death, and not your precious Stained King Galigus and his sons?”

So that is who he blames.

“I did hear you executed the man’s son, and the other hasn’t been seen since the wedding.” It was no use trying to convince him of Galigus’ intentions—Kythos was sure of his guilt. “To be frank, my guess is as good as yours. Extremists. That is for certain. It was unfortunate that your daughter was promised to one of them.”

Kythos smiled, pulling his goblet once more to his lips. His unkempt beard caught the drops of red fluid as they fell from the corner of his mouth. He choked it down, instead of coughing it up in that instance, so there was some progress. “Understood. Anything else?” The parchment, thankfully, didn’t get dripped on.

“Tilnar has made excellent progress in helping the Haltrishar. The Kalatari lands have gathered and harvested a mass of crimson stone, which your youngest has been more than cooperative in shipping to the redborn settlements back near Kaneretta. It seems we are finally making progress toward true unity.”

Kythos smiled at the mention of his youngest son. There was a fondness for the boy’s heart, which truly seemed to be in the right place. “Excellent.” Contempt sailed within the word coming from the Consular, for he couldn’t have cared less for those born of the crimson storms and those refugees who were of mind before the rest fled back to Mersianei. “My eldest is to stand for me at the Runestone table, did you hear?”

Dullo nodded, reaching for his own cup of wine. The conversation had dragged on far longer than he desired, but he needed Merin’s letter.

“Excellent,” Kythos repeated. “He will do a fine job. The two of them are far too gracious when not in court. Pertelian bloodied his sword with the Silderai against the Hardranians. Have you heard that they made an armistice with them?”

“I had,” Dullo said.

“And you chose to keep this from me?”

“I was aware that your son was with the Silderai, therefore, I assumed you knew.” Dullo sipped at the wine, trying to keep his expression even. The Consular shouldn’t have known.

“My son reported that they were trying to keep that information from him. He wasn’t sure why. Nonetheless, I am happy that some peace could be reached—temporary or otherwise. I have not heard word from the north that the Stained and the Amrine have reached the same agreement, though I’m hearing reports that conflicts have lessened.”

“Nonetheless, Lord, you are aware that the Stained are preparing to march here? I have no word on their first assault, but some say they want to clear from east to west before moving south.”

Kythos slammed his fists down on the table, crumpling the parchment. “And we will meet them with force. The Hand and the High King himself were made aware earlier today—I am sure they are writing word back now with Talanis. No Stained King’s force could stand to fight against our combined armies.”

Dullo opted not to argue with the Lord. A true warrior he once was, now whittled down to this shell of a man. “And what of the Amrinil?”

Kythos took a deep breath. “They have been quiet. I know you won’t be headed north, so I won’t ask you to get more information on them. Here.” Kythos finally thrust the parchment toward Dullo, releasing it before he could grasp it. “The city of Oberran and Ilanudin himself will whittle down Galigus’ forces to nothing before they reach me. I have faith.”

So the Unity truly does not know the numbers Galigus has.

“The start of a new war then?” Dullo asked, slipping the parchment under his overshirt.

Kythos shook his head, smiling. “It will be over quickly, with the Last Artisan at our side.”

And like that, the nations seemed to be tearing at the seams. Something Dullo had lived through as a child was beginning again. Only now, both sides were from the same continent.

“I hope it will,” Dullo said. “I must take my leave, Lord Consular.” He had to step to the side of the table, ensuring the Lord could see him as he bowed.

Kythos stared blankly forward, nodding as he did. He leaned over his shoulder toward his nephew, saying, “Pay the man.” The reluctance was clear.

The Weaver stormed over, muttering “yes” under his breath and guiding Dullo with his open arms.

The sack of icons felt heavy, despite the Consular’s reluctance. As Dullo stepped into Ossilith’s streets, he clutched Merin’s letter.


The door to the Merciful Martyr swung open. His head shot up as he leaned on the table, but it wasn’t them. He knew no one would come, but still he waited.

Merin’s letter had been a disappointment. Being told none were waiting was always gut-wrenching, when the work and effort of travel had already been spent. On top of that, avoiding the mountains? Why? Why would Merin suggest such a thing?

That was where he needed to go, so why should Dullo not trail behind? But Merin always knew best. And so, Dullo sipped on his silver ale, the rain clouds outside covering the sun as the day wore on.

He wouldn’t be able to stay much longer, for if there was a war coming to Kythos’ steps, Dullo wanted no part in it. So he stared into the cup before him, almost too heavy to hold. Half-empty, he was inclined to drain it in full, and once that was done, he would leave.

The letter bore interesting news, at least. About those Merin was with, and how their roles may come to fruition sooner than intended. Galigus had sent the twins to the wedding, forcing an introduction to Merin. If it was purposeful, Merin knew not. But either way it meant something. Dullo wondered what the full plan would entail, instead of only knowing those that were trusted. Whatever that meant.

He stared blankly across his table as a hooded woman sat down. Her clothes were mottled with dirt, and under the crest of her hood, Dullo saw the markings. The scarlet almost shone through, though she moved to cover it up. A girl huddled by the woman’s side, no older than ten.

Both of their eyes were green-on-green, though tinted with a shade of what the Blight had left behind; the sclera of their eyes turning more and more red. They seemed so uncomfortable sitting across from him.

“How did you know it was me?” Dullo asked, happy to see a sign of hope.

The woman’s eyes glistened toward the barkeep. The man wiped down the bar top, giving Dullo a nod.

“Merin said you would come here. And he was correct.” She shifted, keeping a tight grip on the girl next to her. “He said to avoid the mountains.” Dullo looked around the room, noting wandering eyes. None appeared hostile yet, at least.

“Yes, yes.” Dullo threw back his ale. “Both of you, then? We should get on the road quickly.”

The woman nodded as Dullo shifted in his seat. Before launching himself to the floor, he stopped, saying, “How rude of me not to get your names.”

“I am Rilen,” the woman said. “This is my daughter, Tiliya.”


All around the city, troops scurried to get organized. Trebuchets were prepared on the levels above, Dullo spying the tops peering over the city walls. Torches sputtered in the dense drizzle coming from the dark storms overhead.

They rode and rode through remarkably empty streets. All of the merchants looked to be closing up their shops, some of them following the beggars deeper into the city. Dullo’s cargo went unnoticed. They might have been killed if the wrong person saw them, so it was best to stay as private as they could.

Dullo looked back at the city, remembering the torment and destruction from the last war. The buildings and walls were torn to near-pieces by the forces that fought from within the mountains, and the ones that came over the walls. It was no wonder the people of the Verdant lands wanted nothing to do with the redborn; with the Merciani. But Tiliya and Rilen had nothing to do with that time. They were the unfortunate outcome of the storms within those eleven months of the Reckoning. Or an outcome of the smaller aftershock storms that came throughout the years since. Tiliya looked as if she had been dealing with the Blight for a while. He wondered about their story, but the time for swapping tales would come when they were safe outside the boundaries of the city.

The wooden wheels creaked into the wet dirt. Vilitar heaved at the extra weight. They’d likely have to stop at a village before reaching the forests. This trip would go well, Dullo told himself. Rilen sat in the back with his wares, clutching her daughter. Her hood was up, but there was no mistaking the sound of weeping mingled with the creaking of wooden wheels.
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Kythos brought his nephew back down to glare at Roven.

Scarlet veins now stretched from the tearing skin at his wrists and ankles, spiraling up to his straining neck.

The monster caught its breath; if it still needed air.

But his mouth hadn’t torn. Kythos had heard that the mouth was supposed to tear. He had no idea of what that could mean.

The Consular peered at his nephew as Roven still provided some sense of relief from the anguish he felt bellowing in the depths of his heart. “Bring me the Omunine, Thelmund. We are going to need to make some adjustments to the law.”


Chapter 33
[image: ]


Coals burned within the great forge.

Many of those in the village turned away whenever the outsiders passed. That’s what Erevayn was—an outsider. He always had been. The Aranari were so few that wherever he went, he had been the lesser. Perhaps that was why he had taken so well to being Marked, for he had already felt an Exile his whole life.

They were before the great anvil now, guided by Kalinuo. Bolin, his eldest, carried their weapons over to one of the many smithing tables.

“It is Ewilen’s pride,” Kalinuo said, as the party stared at the workstation. “Mountai’s stone. It is said that when the great Collasai shattered the ground of Mersianei, before the Sundering of the sea, he forged a great anvil from a magickal stone, in order to create weapons for his Collasai to fend off the Dragon Gods of the Red Dirt. After the Sundering, a piece of the stone rested on top of these very mountains.”

“It seems rather small to be a Collasai’s anvil, no?” Hayde asked.

Bolin smirked. “Aye, you would be right. Though I have not seen it, it is said that the great table of the Unification is another piece of the stone.”

“That makes more sense.” Hayde picked up a blade; crimson patterns worked through the center of the metal, reflecting off the sunlight and the fire from the forge. “It’s so light.” He tested the weight in his grip by taking a swing, then twirling it once.

“Aye,” Bolin said. “That is the craftsmanship of the finest Cleaver remaining on Maetlynd. The one you just met.”

Hayde stopped spinning the blade, gripping it tightly as he lifted the edge level to his gaze. “Ewilen is a Cleaver?”

“Aye,” Kalinuo answered, his arms crossed.

Erevayn moved around the space, examining weapons and passing by some of the younger assistants standing patiently, their heads bowed as they stood in parade rest.

Kalinuo addressed them. “You are free to move about.” They all nodded, going back to sweeping and adjusting multiple stones and pickaxes that seemed to need organizing.

“I have never actually seen a Cleaver,” Neera said. “I thought most of them were wiped out before I turned fifteen.”

“They are mostly gone. Even Ewilen is considered one of the casualties, as he bears his curse. Hatisheh,” Kalinuo swore. “It is their fault, the lowlanders then, for forgetting such master craftsmanship and leaving it to those who could be their allies.”

Neera poked around the space. Her eyes locked on a set of wooden shafts stuck into an iron kettle. She pulled one out, the unfletched arrows filling the bucket. “Hayde,” she called, tossing it over. “Look.”

He nearly dropped it, still enthralled by the blade, though he examined the arrowhead with the same affection.

“They see you down there as their former enemies,” Erevayn said, keeping his hands locked behind his back. “I wasn’t around when the crimson storms began, or when the forces sailed from Mersianei, or back to it. I cannot speak to their anger. Though from the stories, it is not unfounded.”

Kalinuo scoffed, smiling still. “And yet, I fought against that same enemy. For the same people who cast us out. Because we received the ‘curse’ for our efforts, we became the enemy.”

“And that’s the quickest way about it,” Hayde said, looking up from the arrow. Everybody turned to him. His eyes shifted side to side and he cleared his throat.

“Ah! So you found it!” Ewilen said, striding through the door. “What do you think about our blessing from the All Will?”

Bolin gestured to a table filled with their weapons, and Ewilen picked up Alevist’s greatblade. “So these are what I will be working with.” The blade was too large for the Kul to hold with one hand, the hilt nearly the length of his thick forearm, though he carried it effortlessly. “Isn’t it fascinating, Alevist, that after all these years, Malstran and I are reunited?”

Alevist stood beside Kalinuo, stepping out of the shade over the edge of the forge, the tarp above ruffling. “And what are you going to do with her?”

“I have learned much since I crafted this,” he said, taking his massive smithing hammer from the leather loop at his belt. As he laid it on the anvil, the glow of the Runestone was now visible at the crosspiece of the hammer, where the head met the haft. It was one of the largest Runestones Erevayn had ever seen. “I am going to augment your weapons with crimson stone.” His gaze traced the outline of Alevist’s blade, placing it gently back down onto the wooden table with the others. “It is the most durable and sentient material I have ever worked with, and its secrets are vast. But I have recently learned how to use it with the old runic silver you currently have. I just haven’t been able to get my hands on such a quantity as this.” The Kul turned to the twins. “And what might you two desire?”

Hayde pulled the arrow from behind his back. “A bunch of these for my sister and me would be great. And if I could, a polearm or glaive of some sort? Mine got stuck in a traulth’s throat yesterday.”

Ewilen smiled at that. “Oh, oh, oh… My friend. Do I have something I can make for you. A concept I have been working on for some time. And I hope you can put it to the test for me.” Ewilen paused, then picked up Erevayn’s blade. “And what of you, Erevayn? What do you call her?”

“It doesn’t have a name,” he said, a hopeless pride in his voice. Erevayn had always felt uncomfortable naming his blade, though he had been attached to it for so long.

The Kul hesitated. “No name.” He picked the blade up, the weight of it clunky in his thick hands. “That is a shame. It will have one then, but only when the time is right.

“What is it you Kaledar say?” Ewilen gripped the haft, brandishing the Runestone at the base of the three-pronged cross guard reaching up toward the silver. “In my hands, you are danger?”
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Alevist was happy to see the Kul in his natural environment.

But the energy around the village shifted as they prepared for Merin’s final peace.

Alevist walked among the somber huts, and even the blight-marked dogs seemed to mourn with their owners. He couldn’t help but think of Ubbe, howling as he left him behind.

He wished he had taken him instead of giving him to Rhenya. But in those moments after awakening, he had thought of nothing other than his failure. Burying his own daughter. And his wife’s body—nowhere to be seen. What the bastards that took her had done with it, Alevist was never able to find out. Even from those knights he did hunt down.

Merin had tried so hard to give Alevist a purpose besides vengeance, but had always failed. And now he lay dead, in a village in the mountains nobody but the people in it cared for.

Merin’s body looked so at peace. Something Alevist was starting to think he would never know. He had fought countless battles, killed countless enemies, in the name of his Artisan and peace for Taldreas. But when it came down to it, there was no peace for him at all. There never would be. Not as long as the Bloünine roamed Maetlynd.

With the pyre built, many gathered. Ewilen had taken a break from working at the weapons to sit with Kalinuo, Alevist, Bolin, and the rest. They drank the silver ale shared in the great hall, laughed, and talked of the tales Merin the Minstrel would tell.

The settlement had fewer true Merciani than Alevist had expected, though some who still ran from whatever lay on Mercy stayed. Alevist had never been keen to ask why. He hadn’t spent too much time in Merin’s settlements throughout the years, and this was his first time in Milanteus.

The sight of those pure Merciani took Alevist back to the invasion. Their charcoal skin lit against the oranges of the small fire as they walked by, their silver eyes glancing between Erevayn and him. They looked similar to the Silderai, only their skin was much darker, and the markings on their faces were red and more symmetrical.

The crimson rode up their necks and down their arms; veins gleaming over their chests. He tensed whenever one walked by but reminded himself that those in the settlement sought refuge from Mersianei. So poisoned by their own storms that they left the land, unable to inhabit it any longer. At least that was what Merin had told him.

One walked straight to Ewilen and Alevist, tall as Bolin, yet lean as Alevist himself. His hair shone white over an equally white fur mantle, covering a dirtied and battered untied shirt. His trousers shone silver and brown in the light of the setting sun. He bore no weapons, though an empty baldric peeked out from under the left side of his cloak. The scarlet veins were paler in his neck, his darkened eyes still silver, though in the orange light, they seemed lighter still. He knelt before Ewilen.

“It’s alright, Valdus, you may rise,” Ewilen said.

“I have come to pay my respects,” the man said. “Merin was the one who brought us much hope.” He spoke the common tongue well, with a northern accent. His eyes shifted to Alevist and Erevayn, looking at the two the same way that Toulin had in the great hall. He bowed his head once more. “The two of golden eyes—it is my honor.”

How old the man was, Alevist couldn’t deduce, but he carried himself with confidence. “It is ours as well.” Alevist stood to greet him, as Merin would’ve done. They clasped arms. The two were nearly eye to eye, Valdus only half a head taller. His long white hair glistened, tied back into a single tail. Up close, he had two unequal red creases as crows’ feet, rounding each gentle eye.

“Please, sit with us. I would like to hear your stories.”

The man nodded, releasing his grip. Both Hayde and Neera looked at the man as though they hadn’t seen a Merciani before. Erevayn shared the look, though the twins more than likely were exposed to one in the Omen Riders.

Bolin pulled up another stump, dragging it across gravel and wedging it into a comfortable position. He poured another pewter out for Valdus, who held a hand up. “No, thank you. It is not a dishonor, the silver ale is simply too rich for me.”

Bolin smiled. “Ah, so in front of our new guests you don’t drink then?”

“Call it a resolution. I desire no more to drink. The two of golden eyes have come, and so the winds change.”

“You keep saying that,” Erevayn said, his cup sitting full by the side of his stump. He held his waterskin instead. “What does that mean?”

Valdus looked between Alevist and Erevayn, at a loss for words. “Merin never told you?”

Alevist sipped his drink. He knew the next words, and it felt wrong to let them come out. But Merin had been an Artisan all along, so maybe there were things he knew that Alevist couldn’t comprehend. He glanced over at the resting body. Flickering shadow danced along his peaceful face. Perhaps there was a reason Merin trusted the Vileborn and the Merciani. Perhaps there was a role Alevist had to claim. “We are aware, but being aware of a prophecy doesn’t make you ready to rise to it.”

Erevayn’s eyes snapped to his master. “Prophecy?”

Both Bolin and Kalinuo sat quietly, drinking their silver ales. Their smiles of moments ago were replaced with pressed lips. Hayde and Neera were wide-eyed.

Valdus quoted the old words to Erevayn, saying, “Two of golden eyes will lead those Trusted. All veterans of long-fought wars within. And in so defeating their inner demons, shall raise the enemies from Mersianei, and take it back to make the world truly one.”

There was silence. The words had been spoken so elegantly, as if said in litany every evening before bed. Alevist had never truly heard the words spoken in such a way, with such belief. Merin told him his role to come was important, and when the day came that he should embrace it. He never knew why. He only thought it a false hope. Words spoken to give credence to power amongst men Merin felt deserved it, against an enemy who Alevist had already fought. Alevist had relinquished that responsibility years ago, knowingly letting Merin down. Why Merin placed so much faith in a dead man, Alevist couldn’t deduce. But now Merin was dead. And Alevist needed to rise to be Erevayn’s Liege. And so, perhaps he needed to see what it was Merin had set out for the two of golden eyes and the Trusted, whoever they were.

Erevayn’s face was blank, as he tapped at something in his pocket. The flask, perhaps. “Merin said this?”

“Aye.” Bolin nodded as he took another sip of his drink. “Stories told from when I was a child.”

“Surely he meant the High King and Salasmir, then?”

Hayde scoffed at the words, the liquid in his cup splashing his face as he leaned over to settle his pewter. Neera shook her head and huffed, her gaze fixed on Valdus.

Valdus stared into the flames. “Merin said it would be you. He described you both in such a vivid way. The scars you each bear—the ones none of us can see.” He heaved a deep breath. “Merin was aware of the world I came from. A world that was the only cause of what has happened to the people of this settlement. My people were molded by the madness of the Outer Gods… or as your people call them, the Lesser Wills.

“The curse you see amongst us was no curse, but a birthright. Something we all had to endure. I was born into it, four thousand years ago. And I left before the influence of the Betrayer grew too wide. Before he infected Dominus with his anguish, and let that peril take the rest of Mersianei.”

The space grew colder. A breeze blew in; summer truly ended. Alevist hadn’t noticed until Valdus finished his words.

Four thousand? Alevist thought. “You said four thousand?”

“Aye,” Valdus said.

Even Kalinuo and Bolin seemed shocked.

“When did you come to Maetlynd?”

Valdus laughed, pausing for effect. The man seemed a good enough storyteller, perhaps taking lessons from Merin. “Maetlynd is only so because it lies between. Between the top and bottom of Mersianei, where Gods were said to have roamed well before my birth. I was told the same stories long ago, before I heard them again from Merin. How Aalent, the God of Dawn, and Denira, the Goddess of Dusk had fled those lands. How the Artisans you knew were exiled from Mersianei by the remaining villain of the Lesser Wills—Kaladus. And that was the world I inherited. Only Kaladus remained, and the sight of the Greater Wills was banished from those lands.”

“Kaladus the Betrayer rules Mersianei?” Alevist said. He had understood the mythos, but Valdus was speaking it as true history.

“Aye. His influence does—at least as far as I know.” Valdus shook his head. “Dominus was deemed a God Emperor, and that was when I abandoned Mersianei, leaving so much behind.” He sniffed the cold air, his eyes somber. “It took him less than my lifetime to raise a force that you still recover from. He craves total domination. I am not sure how Mersianei fared after my dismissal. Nor do I truly know why Dominus sought to come to Maetlynd over thirty years ago.”

“Dismissal?” Alevist asked, feeling some tie to the man. An exile, like the rest of them.

Valdus nodded.

“And Merin knew all of this?”

“Aye,” Valdus said, blinking softly as he still stared into the fire. “He was always trying to gain more wisdom. But he and others told me not to share too much. Every Merciani knows not to share why we came. But I am now before the two of golden eyes. These are not idle words. These are a call to sail there, and free those people. Surely not everyone who populates Mersianei has undertaken the madness, for there are people the same as you up there. Not the Silderai or Haltrishari or Uldonai. Nor have I seen an Aranari or the green-on-green eyes of the Ver’Skyi. Humans, yes—like the Hardranians, though smaller—populate most of Mersianei. As do those you call Amrinil and Kalatari and Kul. But people with eyes such as some of your lineages—they do not exist. Though by now, I am almost certain of Mersianei’s total domination. Maybe even the continent of the Dragon Lords and the Hallowed has been taken.”

So Merin too wanted to keep his knowledge a secret.

But after all was lost for Alevist, Merin knew he only desired war. And so, why bestow the burden of peace on any other than an Artisan.

Alevist could ask questions for dial-turns, but let Valdus talk instead. He described the continent itself—actually no single continent at all. By Valdus’ account, Mersianei was six separate continents, divided by small waterways so narrow as to be connected by bridges. Each of the six states, as he called them, had their own rulers, prior to Dominus’ ascendance. The three habitable eastern regions had been controlled by three separate Kings or Queens when he was forced to leave. And each landscape had powerful Malders, he called them. Magai, in the common tongue, and they were responsible for protecting their people—even casting magicks that overtook their lands in shadow or clouds of infinite depth. They fought back against the crimson storms that pushed east and, as of the Reckoning, pushed to the very shores of Maetlynd. The northeastern-most lands belonged to the Dragons and their reign of fire. They had enslaved and tormented before Kaladus’ influence seeped in. He talked about how Kaladus gathered more followers through his speeches, to take on the Dragons themselves and their ritualistic Gods, the Hallowed.

Alevist saw before him a world much larger than the one he had inherited. Larger than that perhaps Aranor even knew of; or at least, ever told him. How small his desires must have seemed, for the world around him so large. The boy in him wanted to go to Mercy, as he so wanted to when he was a child. Before the cruelty of life drove him. Before those fears, made ever-present, forced him to face them.
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Why had Merin kept all this from him for so long?

Erevayn stared blankly. He must not have been worthy of hearing such stories and truths.

Valdus only stopped talking when the ceremony began, Merin’s body now fully prepared for the pyre. Erevayn envied that true peace. Part of him still wanted those who killed his family to suffer, but now he was torn between new responsibilities, ancient in nature, thrown onto his shoulders. He would turn to his Liege, when the timing was appropriate. Alevist had been a guide thus far, and so would surely continue.

How do I undertake a prophecy not bearing Will? he wondered. Four true Merciani, like Valdus, placed Merin’s body on the pyre. A beautiful chant echoed through the crowd. A woman, Ungretta actually, began to sing at the head of the fire. She stood on a platform of crimson stone, which reflected the firelight.

The song hauntingly enthralled those around the pyre, though it was sung in a language Erevayn didn’t know. The torches lit the base of the pyre. And Merin burned. The flames started out orange, but as they grew to lick at Merin, they changed. Colors of the night and of scarlet and blue. Purple and greens and fierce blacks and whites. Until the flames stayed silver.

And so it is akin to the Odys of Dawn and Dusk. And he was truly a God among men. For it was told in that text, in those stories, that when those touched by the All Will burned, their flames glowed the spectrum, until the fire was wholly silver.

The villagers lined up to bow before the silver fire, kissing their closed fists and raising them to the moon with a chant. So close to the flames as to almost be burned. It seemed no surprise to them, the silver light, but as Erevayn looked around, he saw the steady shock in his own party.

He fell in line behind his Liege, Neera and Hayde behind him. Each was preparing to pay their respects in honor of the Vileborn tradition. It started to feel wrong, thinking of them as such, after having seen the Merciani firsthand. And so, Erevayn determined he should find another term for them, for he shared their burden more than they could know. With vayn sitting at the end of his name as such a curse.

Merin had called them crimson-marked, or the redborn. Erevayn thought, moving forward in line. That will do. When it was Erevayn’s turn to bow, he reached into his pocket to pull out his flask. Eyes watched as he rolled his shoulders back.

He then threw it into the base of the fire.

He stood tall, raising his chin to that enchanting moon. He looked to Merin’s body, lighting silver still. Ungretta’s song continued, ebbing and flowing, peaceful and haunting.

He was one of golden eyes now, and had always been. And so Merin was right, the drink wouldn’t give him what he desired. He’d lasted a couple of days without it, perhaps he could get on still. For there were too many other burdens he now had placed upon his shoulders. No matter how badly he wanted a drink.
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Alevist’s eyes tore open.

The Kul’s body had all but burned, hardly anything remaining beneath those silver flames. Many times in the night Alevist had awakened, with the village around him barren and cold. He wanted one last evening beside his friend as Merin met his eternal end. An end Merin took away from Alevist. But an end well deserved. One perhaps Alevist hadn’t quite earned himself.

He woke often, his sleep fitful. When the night wore long and his eyes were heavy, he swore he saw a golden light, serene in its beauty, taking the shape of a wolf. And he saw that wolf leap from the pyre and head north. Heading in the direction they were supposed to go. Heading toward the Dawn Tree.
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Hayde stared across, smiling at his sister.

The hut cooled as the day wore on. Being out of the sun was a start; fletching their arrows could be sweaty business. The cold stone provided just enough covering for them to begin their work.

He thought back on the night before, finally laying Merin to rest. His responsibilities to Galigus seemed so small now. Would Galigus even truly miss him as had those around Merin’s pyre? After the countless bodies Hayde had seen, many dead by his own hand, he thought he was beyond caring for a man he’d known a few short months. But even he felt moved at the sight of Merin’s body on the pyre.

“We still have to keep our eyes on that stone,” he said. He grabbed another feather from the pile Ewilen provided, setting it in the wooden shaft of the arrow. Blood dripped from a cut in his palm.

“You mean the necklace? After all that’s happened, is that where your mind has gone?”

Hayde kept his gaze locked on the end of the arrow resting between his knees. “Aye, I do.”

He wished he hadn’t told Neera about the necklace, but it was behind them now. And she had tagged along still, though reluctantly. The two hadn’t truly spoken about the matter since before the mountain climb.

“I can’t believe you haven’t seen it yet. I haven’t said anything because to me it’s so obvious,” Neera replied, looking at her brother. She thrust the arrow into the urn by her side. Like his, she marked the fletching on all her arrows with her blood. “We are a part of something bigger now.”

“It has been big since Galigus requested—”

“Of you,” she snapped. “I want nothing more to do with it.”

The words cut him. She didn’t speak often, but when she did, it always made Hayde feel soft. But he held on to his conviction to see the initial mission through. “He needs the gem, and if it will earn you and me a chance to get rid of our Omens—”

“Fuck all of that,” Neera interrupted. “There is no need for it. Power corrupts and the goal here is to unite, regardless of blood. Or was that not made clear by the four-thousand-year-old Merciani?”

She was right again. He sighed, looking back into her pleading eyes. She desperately longed for a family beyond only him. People she could grow comfortable around. It seemed his efforts to find her that family had succeeded too quickly. “They aren’t your family, Neera. I am.” He paused. “Hell, the Omen Riders were.”

“And you took us away from them and the Forgotten!” She shook her head, scoffing. “And Cyril… you look at me and talk about family. What is and what is not. The one who calls himself King is no family of ours either. What—he offered you our Exile Marks gone? We’d be able to touch the Will once more? Were you not saddened by Merin’s death? Did it not affect you in any way?”

It had. But to admit that would make him wrong, and he did not want to be wrong so badly. So he opted to say nothing, staring down at the next arrow he pulled from the table. The fletching was wild, and so needed shaving and his signature marking. After bearing the touch of the Will to save his sister and mother from their shit stepfather, he had a taste of it. What it was like to bear that power. Not even a stone around for him to do it, and he had done it. What did Neera know about that? And what would she think, if it had been her who’d killed the man who almost took their mother from them?

“I want you to try and see it differently. Look at how bad these people have it up here. Galigus can wait. These people need us now. Erevayn needs us now.”

His golden eyes made Hayde angry almost every time he saw them. There was something so pompous about that stare. Though Hayde knew the Aranari was anything but. He had confidence, sure. But Hayde loathed the truth behind the brightness in those eyes. The same burden behind them so carried Hayde, a similar desire to be more. In killing the man who beat his sister, his mother, and himself, he’d lost his ability to ever use a Runestone. And to become a greater man.

Runestone. His sister couldn’t bear one either. And how badly she had talked of growing up to learn to Weave, as was their mother’s line. Of Uldonai blood, they would have had a right to it—being Stained meant almost nothing in that circumstance, especially when their other half was Daerikal. But their mother betrayed them.

Then, Hayde had found Galigus. The man had given him what he needed as they infiltrated the Omen Riders. Passing information to the Stained Lord as he saw fit. But his sister found a family then, too.

“We can’t run away every time we get close to somebody just because Galigus needs something.

“He gave us everything!” Hayde snapped. The arrow split in his fist. Blood dripped from the base of his palm as it pulsed, warm and shimmering in the gleam of sunlight from the window.

Neera stopped cold, doing her best not to react. She was giving him room to speak.

“When we had nothing, he gave us everything.”

“The Omen Riders did that,” she said. It seemed she didn’t want to give him too much space to speak after all. “And then when the time came, and they found out what you had been doing, we fled.”

“And Galigus was there to receive us.”

“No, he wasn’t. He directed us away from him like we were the curse. He gave you another task, and even though you said you were done, you lied to me. Instead of telling me the truth.”

So she has been harboring resentment.

“We have to move on from him. Yes, Erevayn is an Exile. But he too is a former Knight in the Kaledar ranks. As highborn as Galigus himself. And Alevist,” she continued, “he offers years of wisdom about things Galigus could only wish to have seen. And there is no using here. Whereas Galigus pushes his agenda. Alevist wants us around because we are capable and competent. And to me, that is good enough.”

She threw another arrow into her urn, her blood staining the fletching, just as on Hayde’s arrows. She picked up another, and began shaving, concentrating as blood continued to slowly drip from her palm.

He set down the broken arrow. She was right. She was always right. Why did he cling to Galigus so tightly? Was he using him? Truly?

Hayde felt a prisoner to his own mind, to his own circumstances. Oftentimes, it had been no great effort to rise above it. But the conflict within him raged at the expense of logic. There seemed no way to turn back. Galigus was trusting him to retrieve the gem, one he thought was a Tear. But when Galigus had asked, he gave Hayde no inkling as to what they could even do. As if he didn’t trust him. Alevist spoke freely despite barely knowing him, even though Hayde was only eavesdropping.

Was it that Alevist had nothing to lose? Or that he wanted Hayde involved?

Whatever it was, it felt good. It felt good when Alevist turned to him on his horse in the cavern. The trust in his eyes even as he rode off, not knowing that the twins would have his back. As Hayde dug into his thoughts, it became easier for him to relax.

His hand pooled with blood on the wooden table. He sighed, shifting his focus again to working on his quarrels, following his sister’s example. He liked the idea of her looking up at him and smiling as he worked silently. A smile of his own crossed his face at the thought of finding something he could truly build with her, from a steady foundation. Perhaps.
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Chapter 34
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They had unbound his hands when they threw him back in the cage, as Halvayne ordered.

Fortunately, he hadn’t spent much more time locked away before the Godkiller deemed it sufficient. Enough time for Steyvin to inform Ilatu of what they had discussed. It was bold, and a strategy Steyvin didn’t fully grasp, but if at the end of it they were to actually aid Maetlynd—and perhaps more—than it was better than sitting in a cage without a plan.

The thought of freedom to come was a joyous one. He’d imagined fighting back with Ilatu, reclaiming their weapons and breaking Bryseis free. But against a whole crew of Hardranians? That task was near impossible. So now he swallowed his pride, agreeing to move past whatever quarrel they had and for however long it took. There was something incredibly reasonable about Halvayne’s request, and it did not impede the Silderai. If his father were around, he would advocate for the same peace. His father was no fan of Ilanudin’s, and he kept that no secret around the Sunken Citadel.

The two brothers were released a dial-turn after Steyvin had been thrown back in the cage, and they spent the next two days topside other than when they were sleeping. Bryseis lived with the Seer, or the Sulaci, as Halvayne called her.

They hadn’t been permitted their blades. Bryseis had been given her bracers, but only when training with the Sulaci.

Steyvin’s heart wept for the touch of his stone, having not seen the swords or vambraces since they were taken to their cell. It would be a matter of time, and Halvayne had expressed his desire to keep his men comfortable while sailing. Giving a couple of Runeborn access to some power from the Gods, as the sailors thought of it, would not sit well with the crew.

The Amrinil Coast came into view as the sun rose over the eastern horizon. The sands were white, so white in fact, it nearly blinded Steyvin as he gazed upon it. Speckles of black sands were so apparent in that sea of white, and that made Steyvin miss home. Beyond, verdant grasslands and brush gave way to fields.

Further inland, a fortress rose beyond the wheat fields. All manner of wooden battlements lay on the shores; prods and weaponry spread about as the Amrine walked over the sands, their eyes locked on the ship skirting the shoreline. The dock ahead was set for their ship to port, and the shallow water fell into a deeper ravine to their starboard side. Steyvin hadn’t been to Witesands, not since he was too young to remember. To the north there was a great forest, overlooking the belt and the strait between Hardrada and Taldreas. Perhaps the bridge between the northern peninsula and Hardrada had already been reconstructed, since the Hardranians now owned those lands north of the Ardent Wall—the colder northern lands the Aranari used to prosper in. So all the maps said, at the Olive Crest of the Amrinil Coast, beyond that wall.

The ship docked and Halvayne approached as Bryseis, Ilatu, and Steyvin watched from the prow. In his hands, the blades and vambraces that both brothers had longed for. Bryseis too was given her bracers. As they all donned their gear, the Hardranian captain watched, silent as his left foot tapped the deck. Steyvin felt the weight of the softstone, maneuvering through his vambraces as he put them over his wrists, the shine of each crevice glowing a dim white through the black, treated leather.

“Nervous then, are you?” Ilatu asked, wrapping his leather belt about his waist and cinching it at the front.

Halvayne’s eyes went from the shoreline, where the Amrinil walked, to the two Silderai and the Uldonai before him. “The plan is agreed, yes?”

Steyvin wanted to unnerve him, but that job was already too far gone. “Aye, Halvayne. We are emissaries for my father. And we travel with you as a part of our armistice, in hopes that it protects you and your people as we travel into the mountains.”

“He will see it’s only you three. A happy accident befalling you would leave him blameless. So, keep that in mind.” His foot stilled as he took in a deep breath.

Ceranna walked up behind him, her dark blonde hair glistening in the morning sunlight that reflected off the white sands. She was undeniably beautiful. Heat rose to Steyvin’s face from a look at her dark gaze and even darker skin. But he needed to focus. The mystery that swayed his desires could have been witchcraft, and he was far too trained to fall for that. So, he would remain cordial.

“Alright, let us go and meet the sharp-eared devil.”


As they walked amidst the Amrine along the short dock, the onlookers held their chins high.

It could’ve been the sheer presence of Halvayne towering over them, but their pomposity reeked from their fair skin. Their sharp ears did them no favors. Some seemed happy enough to welcome Steyvin and Ilatu to the shores as they left the dock, but no one seemed pleased to see Halvayne.

This is going to be interesting, Steyvin thought, smiling at his brother.

“Ah! Halvayne. I must say, I admire your ability to be clever,” an all too keen voice spouted from a small hill overlooking the sands. Ilanudin. The man glared down on all of them, standing in a patch of tall grass with some guards by his side. The gold, olive, and white banner swayed behind him alongside an honor guard of Kaledar. The elite soldiers wore their crossed-blade-and-shield crest on the top corner of their tabards, their chins tucked with confidence. Their ears sprouted from their silver half-helms, each of them with hair dark as night blowing in a strong southern wind.

Halvayne just laughed as he and three of his men moved up the beach, Steyvin, Bryseis, Ilatu, and Ceranna in tow.

“And my brother Silderai—tell me—how does your father fare?” Ilanudin yelled from up the hill, the distance between them closing.

“He’s doing fine… You’re not going to come and greet us?” Steyvin stopped. The rest of the party followed suit. The eight stood, Steyvin’s hand resting on the crest of the pommel of his longblade. His shortblade reflected a flash of light under where Ilanudin stood, arms still crossed.

The Amrinil Consular’s jaw clenched. He swallowed, probably holding back whatever snide remark had perched on his tongue. “Please, please,” he said, his guard trailing behind as he picked his way down the hill. His golden pauldrons were almost more blinding than the white sands. The half-horned stag lay in shining gold at the center of the shoulder guard, bearing the Amrinil blade on top of the other seven in a show of Unity. The Amrinil hilt etched into the armor displayed unequal horns pointing up and out, away from the sharp edges.

There was a set of finely crafted wooden stairs that led down to the sands, and Ilanudin went halfway before stopping to shake Halvayne’s outstretched hand, still making a point to stand above him as he looked down at each of the visiting men and women.

Ilatu shook Ilanudin’s hand next and stepped past. “How fare Viyala and Vilsera?”

“My daughters are doing fine.” Ilanudin smiled, beckoning the rest up shore. “Come, let us go and break bread.”


An open tent was pitched for them to all gather under, with a large table of polished wood bearing all manner of fruits and morning meats laid out.

Wheat fields swayed outside the tent in the ocean breeze. In the distance to the east, the walls of Sen Tok stood tall and proud, glaring out over the Witesands less than a mile away.

“Please, Halvayne, take a seat,” Ilanudin said. As pompous as he seemed, he was at least humble enough to pull out the Hardranian’s chair for him. As expected, one of the Consular’s Kaledar had already pulled his chair out for the Lord.

None of the Kaledar had acknowledged Steyvin and Ilatu, and that was alarming. Usually, regardless of their position, brother or sister would recognize the other. It seemed that was something that could be transcended by Ilanudin’s conditioning.

The six Kaledar lined the outside of the tent, their tall shields tucked under their chests as a resting position for their arms and glaives. It seemed Ilanudin had a larger force of Runeborn available to him than most. They must have held high ranks in their armies, and all were now being shown off before Halvayne and the two Silderai.

Their father only had four Generals altogether, not including his two sons. And they were no longer actively preparing to fight. Six attending the Amrine Consular meant at least eight others led different regiments to the east, including his daughter Vilsera, whose experience and beauty far exceeded either of Shrinale’s sons, in Steyvin’s opinion.

“Coffee? Tea?” Ilanudin asked. Many Haftils and Gnomlin scurried to serve them. Up close, it was clear Ilanudin’s Mark reached up from under his golden pauldrons. He made no effort to hide it, the black- and white-shaded birthright rising up to his left ear. An elemental Runeform shape, intermingled with the reflecting sun of the Dawn and the crescent moon of the Dusk. Whatever other forms Ilanudin was trained in, the symbols of his brand likely lay beneath his tunic.

Halvayne looked uncomfortable around all the prying ears. It made Steyvin nervous too—the little ones were known to have big mouths.

“Can we speak freely? With so many wandering ears?” Halvayne asked.

“You can trust them as much as you can trust me.” Ilanudin smiled. It was the sort of smile Steyvin wouldn’t traditionally trust. But given the circumstances, he didn’t have much of a choice.

Ilatu looked at him, licking his bottom lip as he tilted his chin up.

“Now,” Ilanudin began, “your letter gave me enough time to consider our options. I will move my men away from the shorelines and back to Sen Tok.” Haftils walking around the table poured cups of warm tea. Steyvin covered the top of his cup, trusting the sharp-chinned Consular as far as he could throw him, and Ilanudin wasn’t a small man by any means. “Your forces can set up camp as you journey into the mountains. It is about a two-day trip to the Twin Falls. You will take two of my Kaledar with you, and with five Runeborn, six including yourself, you should have no problem finding the criminals in the Vileborn settlement.”

Does he not know Ceranna is a Runeborn?

“And I have assurances my men will not be raided in their sleep? It has been hard convincing them they can rest soundly.”

Ilanudin laughed, his eyelids resting loosely as he smiled. “You most certainly can. We have an armistice. And if this yields what we are all seeking—your people a new land and a new way forward—then you can be sure I will honor your request.” There was a brief silence as he mentioned their seeking. “I know that you have taken a Tear from Tokist. Killed him in single combat, was it?”

Halvayne wore his frustration on his face. “Aye, I did.”

“And so you have his Tear, yes? Not to mention, those of the other three Artisans your people were blessed with?” Ilanudin sighed. “It’s a shame such fools were Trusted to begin with.”

“You say blessed as if losing our Artisans was a gift,” Halvayne said, the scar on his cheek twitching. “But yes—I will leave you a Tear, in good faith. But the others, I do not have. I brought only the one.”

Halvayne had shown those Tears like badges of honor about his neck. Steyvin hadn’t noticed that he now only wore the one. On cue, Halvayne pulled the leather band from under his shirt, revealing said Tear. He put it on the table in front of him. “Take it.”

A Tear of the Fallen, the Martyrs, the Artisans—it was Steyvin’s first time seeing it out in the open. Ilanudin sipped from a dainty porcelain teacup before responding. “And so, you shall receive good faith in return.”

“How do you recommend we work our way into the mountains, exactly?” Ceranna asked, speaking up.

Ilanudin set his tea down on a saucer. “The Haltar swamps are the fastest way.” He said it so calmly. Some of the Haltar swamps sat on the shores of Anvia, and no one ever would wander there, no matter how experienced. In fact, the greater the experience, the less one was likely to wander into one at all.

“You can’t be serious,” Halvayne said. He gripped his hand tight around the gemstone.

“It is the fastest way, and reliably so, since we know where the gemstone is headed.” Ilanudin’s eyes drifted to Halvayne’s cupped hand.

Halvayne exhaled, shutting his eyes as he dipped his chin.

Steyvin looked at Bryseis, trying to get a read on her. She was calm as could be, though her chest rose and fell at a faster rate than he was used to seeing.

“And you said, ‘reliably’?” Halvayne asked.

“Aye, from the Hand of our High King himself.”

Halvayne nodded, turning his head slowly toward his men at the other end of the long table. Ilatu pulled a water skin from his side pouch, taking a casual swig.

“I have heard great feats performed by Salasmir as a warrior,” Steyvin’s brother said. “The Defender of Kaneretta. The Maddened One. One of the less than one hundred remaining Aranari.”

“Their numbers are growing,” Ilanudin said, a tightness to his eyes contrasting with his smile. “His word is trustworthy. We received the scribe yesterday, and so we constructed this plan. It should give you plenty of time to get to their Vileborn settlement. You have a couple days to rest and get your men prepared, but then you must get moving. It will be a two-day trek to the mountains, then another three or four to ascend them.”

“All after getting through a Haltar Swamp,” Halvayne scoffed, his head shaking. He picked up the cup of tea—it appeared so small in his hand—and he took a loud sip. His other hand remained curled around the Tear. Steyvin still felt the radiating weight—burden even—of the stone sitting upon the table.

“Is Halvayne the Wild—the Godkiller—becoming less bold?”

The sipping abruptly stopped. Halvayne’s twitching cheek settled. His men began to stir, and even Ceranna turned her head quickly to her leader. As the table rattled, Halvayne remained collected, raising his hand when his men began to rise. They all froze, the Tear still bare on the table.

Halvayne broke the silence. “Six Runeborn should be enough to take on a group of Haltars.”

“Out of good faith, I must warn you, these Haltars are no ordinary Haltars by my scouts’ reports.” Ilanudin’s voice grew cold. “They say the Blight has been poisoning their water at the base of the mountains, inside the swamp. We will give you two boats to get through it, but it will not be easy.”

“And so, that is why you have enlisted Halvayne the Wild,” Ceranna said. “So you can send him into a swamp of maddened beasts.” She stood from the table, fury pinching her tight lips.

Halvayne, still collected, peered up at her. “Please, Ceranna. Sit.” She did, scowling. “We will go. My men will be safe?”

“Aye,” Ilanudin said. “As long as we have your faith in retrieving and delivering the Tears as promised.”

Tears? Steyvin thought. I thought we only sought one.

“We will get the land you promised, stretching south of the Ardent Wall to above the Olive Crest?”

Ilanudin waved a hand over his shoulder at the guards. They unrolled a map of Taldreas over a war table. The lands north of the Kal’duun mountains were before them. Ilanudin placed his finger over the top of the map, cresting over the current Stained occupied territories. The Ardent Wall was vivid in the drawing. The Weaver responsible for making the map must have journeyed through it at least a few times. The statue of the Great Collasai, Taldreas, and his wife, Neeta, were even drawn in.

“All of these lands will be yours. You only need to send your forces down from Ar’den and over the Ardent Wall. Our forces will fight side by side for the first time in history. And we shall end the short reign of the self-proclaimed Stained King.”

This would change the world of the war-torn Hardranians. The more Steyvin had learned of their history, the more he had empathized with their plight. The plight of war itself. It had always seemed to find them, no matter their aim. The stories in mythos seemed to have damned them from the moment the last Collasai fled Taldreas, back to the lands of Mercy. Making enemies with the Gods had never produced fruitful ages for a people.

Halvayne possessed enough Tears to enact the change he so sought. In allying with the Silderai and Shrinale, he would ensure his people kept the lands Ilanudin promised. And as sweet as the man’s word sounded, rolling off his keen tongue, even Steyvin knew he would absolutely contest Halvayne’s stake to those lands. That was why the Snow Mane seemed to expect this, strategically putting his people near the Stained King, not to fight him, but to ally with him.

“My men will come. Oulft,” Halvayne said, turning to his man. He then spouted words Steyvin could not understand in their harsh, savage tongue. His man nodded, then bowed to both Ilanudin and Halvayne. “He shall send word to our forces. You will have five thousand of my best men.”

It seemed like such a small force. By the word coming from the Stained forces back on Anvian shores, the Stained King had mustered a legion of over thirty thousand. Mostly young, some hardened from the Reckoning. It seemed Taldreas was unaware of the fact.

Ilanudin smiled. “That should suffice to take their northern flank. Their lands should be easy enough for your men to pillage through as they move south. I can’t see them leaving more than a few thousand behind besides. Our troops moving from the western shores will surround them, and my men have already begun preparations here. Our number may be less, but our fighting force is better trained, and we fight for the true Gods. The Martyrs of our lands. Amrine himself, and Hardraldin and the rest for you.”

He spoke truly of that, nonetheless.

“The Stained King fights for a false god. It is said he’s been influenced by the Merciani themselves. Their false God of that Lesser Will. And so the Betrayer from the old stories is looked at as the symbol of justice for an evil man. So we shall rid our plains of them, and force them back to Mersianei as we did the Vileborn before.” Ilanudin turned to Steyvin and Ilatu. “And what of your forces, Silder?”

Steyvin paused, contemplating how all the dominoes would fall—as his father had taught him when he was young. Anvia was a fruitful place, but also a place sodden with its own plight. “Our father is set on our mission to retrieve the Tears, to bring forth a more fruitful Maetlynd for all. We can’t engage in a quarrel against the Stained on your continent, as we deal with their force that moves on from Kaneretta. We must hold them there, so they do not sail to these very shores.” It was a bluff, of course, but it was the strategy Steyvin would employ if he were Consular of the Silderai. After the meeting, it would be best to bring his father in on the plan. He would send a Runestone scribe to their Weaver back home.

Ilanudin picked up the Tear with a smile; Halvayne didn’t protest, though his face showed reluctance. Ilanudin let out a relieved breath of air before saying, “And so, your father protects us from his own shores. How grateful must we be?”

It was rhetorical, and either way, Steyvin felt no need to answer such a question.

“Then it is a plan,” Halvayne said. The man’s eyes glowed bright under the shade of the opaque tent as he and the Amrinil Consular gripped hands. The first council in the war against the Stained was concluded, and now, the outcome of such words would be played out.


Chapter 35
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Alevist looked across the table to his apprentice.

Erevayn’s eyes were closed, his hand hovering over his Runestone.

They had to delay their trip to Baudin’s Gate, but with the extra people coming along, it would be inappropriate to rush it. Not to mention, they were still being trailed. Kalinuo’s son and his friend had been expected earlier that same day, yet they had not returned. And so, Kalinuo had said to give it another evening before he headed down the mountain. It was his son’s nature to explore, even sneaking into the great city of Ossilith where he would bring back cups and delicacies to the people of the village.

Kalinuo insisted that it was a good thing he was taking longer. If he had been back already, then they really would have been trailed. This settlement was the most well-known of the Vileborn settlements—really the only reason to venture into the mountains—and so it would be easy for Kythos’ men to find them. And with that threat still looming, it was best not to leave yet.

Erevayn had taken well to their training, only a day after Merin’s burning. Even in death, Merin still passed on his wisdom to the boy he helped raise—for Alevist had seen the flask in the pyre. Artorious would have been proud.

Alevist held his hand over his apprentice’s bare left shoulder, where the Mark was slowly changing. Erevayn’s jaw clenched, and Alevist knew better than to speak to him, as sweat rolled down his brow. Erevayn was in the thick of it and was slowly mastering the aspects of Will as a whole, before he would need to truly harness his blade’s stone. Reaching out and communicating with that Form, bearing the pain that came with it—those were the most important parts of his training.

The progress from when they had first begun was incredible. At the beginning of the session, and after seeing Erevayn toss his flask for good, Alevist felt it appropriate to mention the breaking of the Omen Mark. Though Erevayn was no master or practitioner of the form, the Omen seal had at least broken. The real training could begin.

They had settled on Dawn Will, the most familiar to Erevayn. But before he could harness it for good, he would have to return to the Dawn Tree itself; such was the way of the Runeform. It wasn’t tradition so much as it was a necessity for preparing the stone to handle its lifelong acceptance of the Will.

As the session went on, the color of Erevayn’s Mark began to shift. The edges of the ten-pointed sun adjusted as the silver stretched and burned over Erevayn. He saw the pain and fire from within him, a light occasionally leaking from his apprentice’s shut eyes. But in his deep cavern within, he was exploring. He had taken well to the responsibility Valdus had thrust upon him.

Merin had been an Artisan. And in life, all of that life after the Reckoning, Merin had created, as the Artisans did at the dawn of every age. No massive cities were built, no physical barriers or homes on the scale of the Martyrs. But Merin had built several homes on two continents, for those who suffered the most after the Reckoning.

There was no doubt that at that time, they were the enemy. But as the true foe had left, some stayed, betraying their God’s desires. Some, it seemed, had nothing to go back to but an already torn land that seemed to need more rebuilding as Kaladus’ influence spread. And now, it was on Alevist and Erevayn’s shoulders to carry them forward. A part of Alevist resented Merin for that. He felt Merin was doing it to give a broken man purpose, and Alevist didn’t want his pity.

First, he had to focus on Ossilith’s Tear, then he would have to decide what to do with Merin’s. It would be only right to give it to Ewilen, considering their blood relation. The responsibility best suited someone of blood anyway. The Tears were sacred and, when abused or in the wrong hands, could create ripples that would crumble Maetlynd. He would have to think about that for a while. And though he had known Ewilen for a long time, he hadn’t known him well with his Vileborn curse, and so, didn’t want to rush to a decision.

Erevayn’s eyes flinched more as Alevist guided his apprentice’s Mark. His eyes shot open and Alevist felt a residual sort of pain. A dull aching within him from harnessing Will.

“That felt—different,” Erevayn said, looking up to his Liege.

The lantern that lit the room flickered as a wind blew in, though the shutters held firm. “The last time we did this, your last drink was probably moments before—”

“No, not that.” He looked at his left shoulder, grazing it with the opposite hand. Alevist was familiar with the warmth of the touch that followed such a session. “It felt like I had a hold on it. Maybe it’s because I’ve done it before with this particular Form. But there was something deeper as well. As familiar as it felt, it had the inklings of something new. Like I was training more than one Form at once.”

Alevist turned from his apprentice, throwing his tunic at him from the bedside. “And what were the Forms you were trained in?”

“I was introduced to Primordial and aspects of the Force Form. And I had only begun to enter my mastery of the Dawn. But I wanted to learn the Omens like the Knights of the Nine knew it. How to use it to dampen in combat, as you did against the traulth.”

“That’s quite a few for only a Kaledar.” Alevist stood to leave.

“You might not know this, but the expectation as an Aranari Kaledar was set a bit higher. Even Salasmir, who bore no Runeform, pushed for my knowledge. After I was set to marry Khaleen, it was predetermined that I would learn what the greatest Seraphim of the Age of Artisans had learned. That would be you.”

Alevist stopped, his dagger and belt in hand. “Now you get to learn firsthand from a shattered version of that same man. I hope I don’t disappoint.” Then Alevist stepped out of the hut. It was best to give the apprentice time to linger, to perceive what they had experienced on their own unmuddled by the Liege’s influence. Now that he had gotten further along in his remastering, the Will would soon call back to him.

It was starting to feel as if it would take precedence over Alevist’s vengeance, or perhaps, it would play into it. Maybe Erevayn had already started to put his own need for revenge aside, and maybe he could talk to him about Harglon and the rest. But for now, the other Bloünine were hopefully trailing, which would mean an opportunity to draw them out.

Alevist knew, and hated knowing, that a trip to the Dawn Tree was in order. As he walked through the village, he saw that vision in his dream—his apprentice slashing his blade across his daughter’s throat as the Dawn Tree burned.
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Wooden planks creaked beneath the hay.

Hayde opened his eyes. It felt good to get another night on a proper bed, but the padding seemed a little thin. The air felt fresh, the tattered shutters letting a cool breeze slip through. It bit at the back of his throat and he felt his mouth grow dry at the thought of water.

Neera still slept peacefully. He itched to see what Ewilen had promised would be ready that morning. It was remarkable how fast a Cleaver could work with their hammer and a magickal Runestone anvil. He had seen the arrows close up, and he had brandished the crimson shortblade. And so he worked himself out of bed, doing his best to move quietly about as he threw on his clothes.

He looked at his bow, not wanting to haul it over to the anvil. It wasn’t heavy so much as bulky, and so he left it behind. At the sight of the sun beating through the shutters, he grabbed his hat.

Can never have too much protection from the sun.

As he strode out of the hut, he turned to slowly close the door behind him and heard Neera stir. Upset with himself, he took a deep breath, now permitting the cold air to awaken him. He then bundled his Woven mantel over his shoulders, and he moved through the village.

He made it halfway to the anvil before meeting a wandering Erevayn, his eyes locked on a blade in his hands. It was a foot and a half in length, from tip to the bottom of the pommel.

“And what is that you have there?” Hayde asked.

Erevayn’s eyes shot up, jovial and youthful.

Golden.

“Ewilen finished a dagger for me,” he said, holding it up for Hayde to grasp.

Hayde brandished it. The blade bore crimson waves and curls within it, the light of the sun glimmering off pockets that rendered the image of a red rainbow falling on a lake after a rainstorm. It was beautiful.

The shortblade he’d held in the forge had similar patterns, but it seemed no two could be equal. Hayde handed the blade back, smiling to hide his inner envy. He wanted to be happy for Erevayn, even as he looked into those golden eyes.

“That’s quite the blade,” Hayde said. “Did you see what else he was working on?”

“I think he had your weapon almost fully complete. Said he was saving mine and Alevist’s for last since they use Runic Silver. You should get over there, I’ve never seen a weapon quite like what he’s preparing for you.”

Hayde couldn’t hold in his excitement. Within moments, all of that envy from before washed away, like the waves in that crimson steel.


Sparks of red and orange sifted their way into the morning air.

Mountai’s stone was shining bright. Hayde walked over, his gaze fixed on the shadowy forge. Ewilen held his hammer, which glowed more silver and orange still.

A long hilt, perhaps twice the length of one for the Aranari’s greatswords, lay in Ewilen’s firm grip. As the Kul raised it, the scarlet marks on his shoulders and neck flared. He brandished the weapon, a blade just a little over three feet in length.

“What do you think?” Ewilen asked, shifting his focus from the blade to the Stained.

Hayde’s eyes widened with confusion. But he grasped the hilt, which had no pommel, as Ewilen held it out. The weight of it was otherworldly. It felt as light as one of his quarrels, but the balance shifted smoothly in each of his hands as he spun it like he would his old spear.

“It’s only half done though. I’ll need another half day’s work to finish the other blade.”

The other blade?

There was an open end where the pommel was supposed to be, matching the three-pronged cross guard on the other end of the weapon that reached up toward the crimson waved blade. Marks of silver and black coursed through the metal; a finely crafted combination of whatever the master craftsmen had put together.

“I took the idea from the blades the Daemonine used, and some of the Kaledar maintained. You don’t have the three claws from a great hunt, but three sharp-edged and refined stones rising on each end should be just as tough to break through.”

Hayde couldn’t take his eyes off the weapon. Nor could he find the right words as he shifted his gaze to the Kul. “I—I don’t know what to say.”

“Nothing yet, lad. Still some work to do. And I have your spear half prepared. Wouldn’t want to leave you without your favorite weapon.” He pointed to a spear head, also enclosed by two sharper stones curving up the flat of either side of the blade.

“This work has been some of the most fulfilling…” he continued, shifting around the anvil. “The temperance—”

A scream. A woman’s scream. Silence otherwise. Mountain birds rustled in the trees overlooking the small valley village as white and purple leaves brushed off branches from above.

Hayde followed Ewilen’s eyes over his shoulder. It was that bastard Stalwart. A wave of a crowd that gathered spread, making way for the man who stood taller than most of them.

“Where is the Aranari rat?” he said. His eyes scanned the crowd. In one hand, he held Hulin, Kalinuo’s second son, and in the other, a bulk of something Hayde couldn’t make out from the distance. They were a little less than a hundred paces from each other. Hayde gripped the bare hilt. “Where is he?” Galrawn’s voice rippled, hoarse and full of air as he panted. His green-on-green eyes glared around, his lip curling in disgust at the sight of all of the scarlet markings.

Alevist strode around the corner and stopped by the entrance of the forge. “I’m here.”

Galrawn raised a hand, holding a severed head by its braided hair. A child’s head. He tossed it forward, more gently than one would think a head should be thrown. As it rolled in the space between Hayde and the Stalwart Captain, it stopped, mud caking along the edges of the hair and dried blood at the base of the neck. It was a sloppy cut, at least it appeared so from a distance.

Hayde instinctively reached for his own neck, then adjusted his hat to blot out some of the sun peeking out over his shoulder. Hulin screamed in Galrawn’s arms. Behind him, a force of soldiers began to storm the space.

Twenty? Hayde guessed. Likely more, knowing this cunt.

One man stood out in particular—not much shorter than Galrawn. He wore a faded wolf mask over the bottom half of his face. Alevist stirred at the sight. Galrawn’s men all wore light armor, the same as Hayde. They had chosen during their trek to opt for mobility, yet they still fell three days behind taking the most common path into the mountains.

Galrawn held up Hulin by the shirt. “Little rat made it so we didn’t get lost,” he said, looking at the teenager. At the base of the youth’s belly, bristles of scarlet markings gleamed, reaching downward and upward like the waves of Hayde’s blade. “Consider this a thank you.” The Stalwart smiled, tossing Hulin toward Hayde. He couldn’t say unscathed, but at least his head was still about his shoulders.

The youth ran toward Hayde, and he tucked the trembling lad behind him, toward Ewilen. “Enough then,” Hayde said.

The men behind Galrawn shifted, all keeping blank faces. They looked as Ossilith guard might, and so only one of the King’s men was there. Unfortunately, he was the deadliest among them.

Galrawn looked at Alevist, raising his fist as one finger showed. “One last chance,” he said. “Come with us, and nobody in this shit village gets hurt.”

Alevist exhaled through his nose, now standing side by side with Hayde, his gaze still locked on the man in the wolf mask.

“Alevist,” Hayde muttered. “What are we doing?”

Alevist shook his head, subtle enough that only Hayde could see. The two locked eyes, then Hayde looked back to the Captain.

“Fine then,” Galrawn said, raising his hand and giving the order for his men to engage in slaughter.

His guards rushed at unarmed men and women, cutting them down with impunity. To the side, twenty or so paces behind Galrawn, Bolin and Kalinuo engaged the enemy. Many other villagers charged with no weapons, and some with only daggers and shortblades.

Galrawn stormed toward Hayde, his boots pounding heavy in the dry mud and shale. His blade hummed blue and white as the moon while he rushed. A few of his men followed behind.

“You!” Alevist shouted, pointing at the man in the wolf mask. “Here, dog!”

Hayde only had enough time to brace his new blade. It would all be over soon—no weapon could sustain a strike from such magicks, other than Runic Silver or another Runeform.

Galrawn took a diagonal swipe, Hayde instinctively rolling forward. Certainly faster than the massive man, though he couldn’t gauge by how much. Hayde sliced through padding on one of the men that followed as Galrawn’s blade clanged against a hammer strike from behind. Hulin too now stormed forward, jumping another attacker about to swing down on Hayde.

Hulin sat on the man’s chest, straddling him as he stabbed down with speed and ferocity. Blood and muck kicked up onto Hayde. He stood, the sun nearly blinding him. Blasted hat won’t stay on. The Stalwart was deflecting another strike from Ewilen. The Kul’s hammer clashed with the same silver gleam it had on Mountai’s Stone.

Hayde, given no respite, turned to cut at the next charging man’s throat, the weight of the blade still something new in Hayde’s hands. Blood barely stained it, dripping as if only water on metal. The guard’s body fell, a lot stiffer than expected.

Hulin was still working at the one man’s face, and another soldier above nearly swung down to decapitate him. Hayde raced forward, a sloppy stumble throwing the man off balance. Hulin jumped once more, cutting at the man’s leg to draw him into the mud, and then copied Hayde with a clean throat slice that put him into the ground forever.

“You’re learning quickly, runt,” Hayde said. More men started closing in. Galrawn overextended, forcing Ewilen back, and Hayde saw his opportunity. He sprang forward, but Galrawn turned, his blade still shining its magicks. The sun blotted out Hayde’s vision as it peeked under the large shade over the forge. And then, Galrawn tripped him. Hayde’s head nearly cracked into the anvil, and Galrawn swung before Hayde could finish standing. And although he was to die, Hayde still raised his blade, shutting his eyes.

The world grew silent around him. The war waging now only the one within. He felt the thud, the weight of his blade still in his grip. The echoes of a clang ringing out. One eye opened, then the other. Galrawn’s face too was filled with shock, for Hayde’s blade stood firm. Flashes of red and black and shining white flame clashed behind the massive Stalwart as two Knights of the old Nine Orders fought fervently.

Hayde’s hands pulsed with pain. Galrawn cut downward, his blade locking with the three-pronged cross guard before throwing Hayde’s blade to the dirt. Then, Galrawn punched him.

A crack vibrated up his neck and Hayde found himself on the ground. He wanted to speak, but only coughed. He scrabbled to stand, stopped then by Galrawn’s heavy foot slamming into his torso.

Hayde coughed again, tasting blood and dirt. He struggled to draw breath as he heaved and turned over, the sun blinding him again. Blades and axes clashed around him. The flashes of chaos and blood magicks still shone at the edge of his vision as he gasped for air. He rolled onto his side to see Alevist dueling, fury radiating from him in a way Hayde hadn’t truly seen since the wedding. He locked glowing blades with the man in the wolf mask, their cross guards going opposite ways. Three prongs dragged down over and into the man’s hand, drawing blood as he fought.

A shadow shifted over Hayde. He turned his head, still foggy. A sharp blow struck him before he could react, and then another. All sound faded out.

A hand pulled him up by the top of his head. The warmth of it was comfortable, though his neck strained to keep up. He dragged at the ground, finding no purchase with his arms or his legs. Who was dragging him, Hayde didn’t know, but that blasted sun shone into his eyes.

Then, coolness. Hayde’s cheek pressing against something solid and his neck relaxed. A shining stone lay under his face. As he stuck his tongue out of his mangled jaw, he tasted the coarse texture of Mountai’s Stone mixed with blood. Something radiated from it, whether it was the pulsing in his head or otherwise, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was his comfort. As time slowed, he saw Alevist clashing with somebody.

A fight? When were we fighting?

He looked up to see the shadow once more. A blue and white blade rose above him. How beautiful. As he regained focus, he saw the ugly Stalwart’s smile; a gleaming snarl filled with a joy Hayde perhaps had never felt.

Before Galrawn’s strike came down, his arm fell to one side of his body, his blade to the other. Something pressed through the light armor.

A crimson arrowhead and the small of its stem.

The Stalwart braced himself against the anvil, as if the weight of the quarrel was unbearable. As Hayde regained focus, he forced himself up. Another arrow pierced through the Stalwart’s leg, sending him to his knees. Hayde stumbled, his arms now finding purchase on the shale behind him as his hand gripped Ewilen’s hammer.

He must’ve dropped it.

Hayde rose, reeling. He cracked the back of Galrawn’s head with his off hand before shifting the hammer to his strong one. He had simply forgotten which was which. He leveled Galrawn’s head on the anvil, the man screaming and squirming.

Guide, abide, stride. Hayde raised the hammer quickly, before crashing it down to crush Galrawn’s head.

After another, weaker slam, Hayde fell back against the anvil, blinking fast. The sun shone through again over his shoulder. His hat lay in the mud not an arm’s length away. The silhouette of his sister stormed toward him, her bow firing as she came. He struggled to reach for his hat as he tried to quell the pain in his jaw. He put the hat on his head and tried turning to see the sun.

You can’t ever have too much protection from the sun.
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Erevayn examined his new blade as he thought back on the prior evening’s training.

He felt the promise of it. A new birth, as his body was reintroduced to the Runeforms. He would have to trek to the Dawn Tree once more, and now, with a proper master of Will. The one who led his people before the turn of the age. He no longer took the privilege for granted—it seemed some spirit of Merin filled him as he burned on that pyre, along with the melting of his old flask.

The desire for vengeance began to falter the previous evening, along with his desire for a drink, but perhaps it was best to keep it to himself for the time being. He didn’t want his Liege earning all the credit quite yet. He thought of Viyala, who he was growing to miss more and more as Merin’s death fell behind him. It seemed the guilt of his desire for Viyala had burned with his old mentor as well.

Merin would have wanted him to move on and be happy. He reached into his pocket as he stopped at his stone hut. Viyala’s necklace rattled in his hands as it had against his flask. With the weight of that burden gone, the fate of a people was placed upon his shoulders—how fortunate it was that two with golden eyes would bear it.

The door swung outward into the streets; it hadn’t been his hut after all. Valdus walked out, drying his hands on a dirty rag.

“Ah, a beautiful gem,” Valdus said, looking down at Erevayn’s hands. “What is her name?”

Erevayn hesitated, but after all the reflection, he decided to feel the shame no more. “Viyala.”

“By your smile, I already understand her beauty.”

Warmth burned his face. He nodded his head toward the door. “Is your wife inside?”

Valdus’ eyes remained stoic, though his smile grew narrow. “No, she is back in Mersianei. In the western lands.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize.”

“It is alright. In fact, it is important. You too were exiled, but I am sure for different—”

Loud screams and panic echoed off the stone and Valdus’ head shot up, looking over Erevayn’s shoulder. Erevayn turned to see a scrum of people—some rushing indoors, others back the way he’d come.

Erevayn swung his head back to Valdus and saw only the wooden door swinging. “Well,” he said to himself. He pulled his dagger from his waistband, angry about not having his blade. And he ran.

A shout came over his shoulder.

“Wait!” Valdus called out. “Take this.” The Merciani tossed over another crimson-bladed dagger. It wasn’t much, but two were better than one.

Valdus held a war hammer in his other hand. The maul held two blunt sides, with an angular black and engraved pommel. It needed two hands, but he held it at the base of its head in one as the rest of the handle stretched to the dirt. The head was made wholly of refined and near translucent crimson stone, laced overtop with steels and irons. Gemstones encrusted the iron band holding the head to the rest of the hilt.

The two began to move towards the sounds of war. The smell of death already permeated the air, and before long, Erevayn saw it.

Bodies lay twenty paces in front of him as men clad in light silver and greens cut down unarmed and armed men and women alike. Kalinuo and his oldest, Bolin, swung weapons with a ferocity reserved for animals cornered in traps. The space opened around the two of them as Erevayn, taking note of the number of men, leapt forward. He spun, gripping and disarming one of the offenders. He tucked his offhand under, sweeping and stabbing into the man’s chest and then peeling down through his armor to bleed him. The body fell limp against his own, throwing him off balance. Valdus’ maul crashed into plate with a thud, the breath leaving men’s bodies as their chests shattered against the blunt stone.

More of the marked villagers strode forward, clashing with the guards. Bodies fell and he ducked an incoming blow from a mace, sweeping the ankles of the attacker with his riposte and then precisely slicing across the woman’s neck.

As he stood, he came back-to-back with Bolin, Kalinuo, and Valdus. Attackers surrounded them as they breathed, their backs clattering against each other as the cold air struggled to move in.

Four to one. Those were the odds. Over some of the guards’ shoulders, he could see other villagers attacking but they were quickly cut down. And as one guard turned, Erevayn found an opportunity. Sweeping forward, he struck, redirecting the attacker’s blade into the stomach of the man next to him. He stabbed into the guard’s head and the helmet couldn’t keep out the crimson steel. The man’s body fell limp, his legs twitching.

A crimson arrowhead peeked out through the forehead of the next attacker, who would have gotten the better of Erevayn, had the body not fallen to his side. Neera entered the fray, her arrow shafts plugging into the backs of the attacking force of guards. Erevayn struck down one more, reaching over his shoulder to slice his neck—the man’s shield was ineffective as he turned away from Erevayn to see Neera.

Valdus crushed the skull of one of the female guards, her helmet bending beneath the weight of his maul. Kalinuo sat, bracing his stomach as blood pooled in his hands and Bolin jumped in front of him, taking the next attacker to the ground. There were only a handful remaining, but one came down on Kalinuo’s flank to strike down Bolin. Erevayn’s dagger sang from his hand, pooling teeth and blood over Bolin instead of the threatened steel, and the body fell limp. The marked son pierced the chin of another attacker about to cut at his father’s leg.

As Neera ran by, the momentum swung, the rest of the guards beginning to fall to others of the village.

Neera fired another arrow at an unseen enemy near Ewilen’s anvil. She shot twice in quick succession, then pushed forward as Erevayn caught his breath, reaching down to help Bolin with Kalinuo. Valdus stood idly by, not a drop of sweat gleaming down his charcoal skin.

“Go. I am fine,” Kalinuo said, waving off both his son and Erevayn. Erevayn moved toward the unmistakable sounds of steel on steel drowned out by the hum of Will. Pressing closer, only the bursting of two clashing Forms resonated through the village.

Erevayn turned the corner, a woman running to tend to Bolin and Kalinuo. He saw Neera now, leaning over a barely breathing Hayde who sat against Mountai’s Stone with his hat raised to his head. His jaw was slack and his eyes fluttered as he looked up to his sister. To their left, the clashing Wills raged.

Alevist fought, his single golden beam coursing through his hilt and into his blade as reds and blacks shone from the man wearing the wolf mask.

A Bloünine. A true Bloünine.

Before Erevayn could move forward, Valdus by his side, a man stormed the blood knight. He was cut from shoulder to waist in a matter of a single heartbeat. The massive sword seemed to weigh nothing in the beast’s hands. A spin brought him right back into a blade lock with the struggling Aranari. Alevist had time to shake his head once toward his apprentice, stopping Erevayn in his tracks. He grabbed Valdus’ shoulder. The two stared as the duel continued. Alevist was on his backfoot, parrying strikes, while splashes of the Will streaked over his open tunic. He thrust the killer’s blade to the floor and turned sideways to parry another heavy blow, launching a punch with his strong hand.

There was a brief silence. The pause gave time for Alevist to breathe and for Erevayn and Valdus to brace.

The Bloünine didn’t look tired, but merely inconvenienced. He began to laugh as he looked around. Neera nocked an arrow and fired at the man, his hands outstretched as if accepting a challenge. Her quarrel came fast, but he was faster, his Will splitting it down the middle, both halves falling to his side.

He struck another arrow out of the air and it fell intact at his foot. He glared at her as Alevist attacked again. This time, the Bloünine punched Alevist hard in the chin, forcing Alevist’s guard open. Valdus and Erevayn charged as the Bloünine raised his blade to cut Alevist at his waist. Valdus swung in faster than the Bloünine expected, and Neera landed an arrow in the blood knight’s arm. As Valdus wrested the blade from the man’s hands, Erevayn kicked his head, knocking his wolf mask off the side of his face.

Erevayn raised his dagger to strike down at the man’s mangled smile.

“No!” Alevist shouted, breathing heavily and recovering his own blade.

“We can end this here,” Erevayn said.

“I need answers,” Alevist said.

Valdus was able to pull the sword from the knight, but it slid a few paces away on the shale ground.

The Bloünine struggled, trying to reach it. On the man’s wrist, a tattoo made of softstone shone a sickly red, a hardstone embedded at the center in his very skin. The blood knight opened his palm, and the blade flew back into his hands.

A slash of Blood Will swept into Valdus from the softstone tattoo, sending him back a step. Alevist cut at the Bloünine’s arm, taking it off below the elbow to remove the spots of softstone before he could cut through Valdus again. The Merciani sat back now, breathing heavily as he clenched his side, a blackened mark smoking through the cut of his cotton shirt.

The Bloünine only reeled as he was disarmed, jaw clenched. Erevayn kicked his face once more, a mass of mangled and sliced lips and a burnt nose. His leathery, nearly scaled red skin shone bronze in the sunlight.

A Daerikal. And as Alevist stood above him, kicking his blade over the shale, disappointment etched his face. He leaned down and placed his hand on the man’s head, and a black cloud surrounded it—the Omen Will put to use. The man instantly fell unconscious.

“Tie him up,” Alevist said. He reached down to grab Valdus’ hand and bring him to his feet, four men emerging from the crowd to take him in hand. Erevayn tied the Daerikal’s legs in rope until they could find the appropriate chains.

They dragged his body toward the great hall, moving him near the hovel Erevayn was thrown into when they arrived. Alevist took in a deep breath, neither relief nor joy showing on his face.

Erevayn lurched over to the anvil, exhausted. His eyes followed Hayde’s near lifeless form to the hammer in his hand. And with anguish rising within him, he saw Hulin leaning over a Kul, whose body lay unmoving.


Chapter 36
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After a week had passed, Daerikal’s Isles came into sight, and what a sight they were.

The ship slowed under Viyala.

She knew she had to go up to the top deck soon, but as she stretched in her cot, staring out of the porthole at the reflection of the sun, she couldn’t help but long for Erevayn. After she had spoken to Ilteria about him, it all came rushing back, the shame of it disappearing. She dreamed of him several times since, and each time she was left with a different feeling upon waking.

Sometimes she feared that she would never see him again. Other times, she would fear him and be lost as to the reasons why. Many times, she had woken up in the middle of the night, his face a burning image in her mind’s eye as she lay in the darkness of her quarters. He held a heart in his hands each time, and in every dream he approached her—he would reach out to her with it. Sometimes, with that gleaming smile that reminded her of when they were much younger; other times, he held it with anguish, rushing toward her for help. Although eerie, it brought her happiness to see him either way.

It made her think back to when Erevayn was promised to her cousin. The sadness overwhelmed her; how silly she had felt then, for feeling so much for the boy she had given her childhood heart to. There was a sense of shame in that too, and Merin had done his best to make sure she let go of that shame—as she was letting go of shame now—in order to feel okay about Erevayn.

It had been over two weeks since they had seen each other, and only now, on the final days at sea, did he truly mark her mind. She rolled out of her cot with a sense of queasiness she hadn’t felt the whole trip.

Oh—must be the boat slowing.

She braced herself against the bulkhead, feeling her stomach turn as she tried to steady herself. Perhaps it was the anxiety of meeting with the Last Artisan. Or the message Salasmir had scribed to her father days before.

Apparently Ilteria had been sending messages between the two of them since leaving the Witesands. She wished she had known sooner, as it would have been nice to get messages to her father about herself.

Her father’s report of the troop movement to the north, and the Stained King Galigus moving his focus from the assault against the Hardranians all but confirmed what Viyala and the rest had feared all along: Kythos had officially thrust a blade between the factions. If relations were ever to be repaired, it would take time, and be a considerable quandary for the High King. A King whom Viyala was becoming less and less confident in as her talks with Salasmir continued.

It seemed most of the weight of the kingdom fell on the Hand, and that was soon to be her responsibility. She had left a message as part of the scribe to her father, and thought to ask Ilteria if she could scribe to someone she had no connection with. If she could get a message to that Alevist, then Erevayn would hear from her, and he would have confidence that her necklace wouldn’t be the last thing he ever saw of her. Martyrs knew, she didn’t want that to be the last time she saw him. But Viyala was still learning the skill of scribing herself, as it wasn’t wholly based on the access to Will, but also the softstone and parchment required to send it.

The nausea hadn’t stopped, but she moved anyway, bracing herself along the corridor, sometimes needing to close a fist to her mouth to prevent herself from throwing up on one of the crew. She made it topside and let herself lean over the fantail of the ship, while she vomited into the ocean.

As she looked up, she saw the ship had been moored. The main Isle of Se’l Tobahn held craftwork of the Cleavers and Carvers of old. Master craftsmen had used black and white marble to build the citadel housing the Last Artisan two epochs past. Newly fashioned statuettes of broken chains lined the space beneath the battlements surrounding the fortress. The rest of the isle was now a spitting image of the fortress; stone houses treated with the same care for the Daerikal people.

Black stone pillars rose like a dais, leading onto the cobbles that paved the way into Se’l Tobahn from the dark-stained wooden docks. The port appeared newly renovated, although the wood below was now marked with her vomit. The decrepit piers from her previous visit were no more. Stalhom’s white tower rose over the walls. The fresh white stone contrasted against flecks of dark reds and blacks etched into the craftwork. Stalhom had brought the isles back to their former glory at last.

The other clusters of isles lay in the distance to the north and south. And here now, she would learn the true responsibilities of the Hand of the High King.
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Salasmir was grateful to no longer be at sea.

He wasn’t a keen seafarer, and yet still, he wondered what his life would have been had he chosen to become a sailor instead of a soldier.

The long steps to meet the Artisan curved through the tower, though they didn’t have to climb far to the private council chambers. The High King led; Ilteria and Salasmir walked side by side behind him as one of the Daerikal Knights of the Citadel guided them, her armor a dashing red, covering her from head to toe. The helm slanted from forehead sharp down over the woman’s chin, the fit smaller on her than some of the other larger knights. Her black hair sat short and cropped, right under the edges at the bottom of the helm. Her red-on-red eyes showed through a narrow slit in the metal.

Vast bronze and black metals crossed with gold and ivory adorned the corridors and the steps. Broken iron chains decorated the outside of each stair and banister on the way up into the main tower itself—a reminder of the depths Stalhom had to go to free the Daerikal people. A constant reminder—Salasmir was sure—of the very father he had slain to reach salvation.

Viyala had overcome her sickness from earlier that morning and followed closely behind. As the Knight opened the door into the council chambers, Stalhom stood, turned, and waited for the honored guests.

“Welcome,” the Last Artisan said, his arms spread out wide. “It is so great to see you,” he continued. “Come, let us sit.”

He wore a quarter-sleeved white gambeson, cinched with a red sash. His gleaming smile and crimson-hued skin glistened in the luminescent torchlight, patches of scales lining parts of his forearm. The sun beat through one small skylight in the smaller tower. The stained glass shone the broken chain’s red, making the space feel warm. In the corner, a darkened figure stood, leaning cross-armed against a stone pillar. Salasmir couldn’t make out the hilt or pommel of the blade strapped to his waist, as it was covered by a black cloak.

As everybody took their seats, the High King started off the proceedings. “We are grateful for your hospitality, and hope that in the presence of such true greatness, we humble ourselves before you.” Telvath bowed his head in his seat, placing both hands on the table as he pulled himself into the carved wood.

Slightly more pretentious than I was expecting, Salasmir thought.

Stalhom relaxed into his chair. It creaked more than it should have for someone with so many Weavers, but perhaps it needed work. He waved at someone near the wooden door before it closed. Servants bustled in from the shadows of the surrounding walls, all of Daerikal blood. They laid out a spread of grapes and cheeses, and poured a variety of red and purple wines for everyone in the room.

The Last Artisan had opted to keep no one around—it seemed—who wasn’t of Daerikal blood. Each looked full in features, yet submissive in their posture. So much so that Salasmir felt a frisson of tension. Though, what person of such power, esteem, and wisdom, wouldn’t provoke fear in those around him? That sort of power beckoned Salasmir. Instead of being the blade, he wanted to be the one directing it—in perpetuity.

“And how were your travels?” Stalhom asked. “I hope not too arduous?”

Telvath looked to Salasmir and reached for his wine.

“It was perhaps more arduous than we were expecting,” Telvath said, taking a long sip.

Salasmir looked back to his High King, a sense of worry burrowing within.

Telvath cleared his throat. “In the Tenslyd Forests, we came in contact with some remnants of the Reckoning.”

The room fell silent, all the chatter of silverware and cups stilled. Salasmir took a silent deep breath, pushing down the feeling of betrayal.

Why didn’t you confide in me, King? The two hadn’t spoken of it since Dul’Vulgo. In fact, Telvath had said they wouldn’t speak of it again. The announcement was rash, and out of character. Something must have been bothering him.

“You were attacked?” Stalhom said. “You mean to tell me now that not fifteen leagues away from Ossilith you encountered the Blight?”

“Aye,” Telvath said, lifting his head with the same confidence he had on the day he was crowned. “Salasmir of course took care of the matter, carrying the load as he so often does. But I felt it appropriate to mention it to you, first thing.”

“I am glad you did.”

Salasmir’s eyes shifted to the Artisan.

“Before we discuss this, let us take a moment to acknowledge the loss of a truly great young woman, Duchess Scillia. Perhaps one of the greatest true Runeborn to ever grace Maetlynd. Her ambitions were great, and her love for all things was contagious.” Stalhom lifted his cup, and everyone else followed in tow, taking a sip of the wine.

Salasmir didn’t take more than a sip of his wine, his stomach churning. Though it was a relief the Artisan wanted to hear it, and perhaps the King was right in telling him. Perhaps Salasmir would have come to the same conclusion.

“Scillia was one of the greats,” Stalhom continued. “And I mourn for Kythos.” The Artisan put his empty hand to his heart. “Now, tell me of this encounter.”

Telvath straightened. “A few of my men went to a small lake by one of the places we made camp. Two of them drank the water, ignoring the many warnings. Apparently, a soldier will do what a soldier does.”

I can agree with that, Salasmir thought.

“One saw them turn, firsthand. They were driven mad, and he fought them off, by his account. He made it back to our camp, clearly bitten. Then Salasmir made the tough choice, again as he so often does, and he put the boy out of his misery. There was no need for him to undergo the madness with no guarantee he would come out of it. It would have been far too risky.”

“I see.” Stalhom nodded his head, his expression unreadable. His eyes never veered toward Salasmir as Telvath spoke.

Salasmir dreaded those decisions, yet so often he was the one to make them. As angry as he was at Telvath for not discussing reporting the events at the lake with him, his face burned with the talk of his deeds.

“And what did we do with the lake?”

“We marked it again, digging the graves, and Ilteria marked their headstones and placed one of the crimson rocks atop each. A far greater warning than what was already in place. Though I am greatly concerned with such an occurrence, I thought it appropriate not to raise that concern more widely until we spoke to you.”

Stalhom nodded at the King, finally showing signs of approval. “Were there any other occurrences along the road?”

Telvath bowed his head. “No, Lord.”

The Artisan turned toward Salasmir. “Thank you, Lord Salasmir, for stepping in as you so often do. I find that men who have to make such difficult choices are constantly proving themselves in their positions. There is no better fit for the Hand of the King.” Then his gaze turned to Viyala. “You have the greatest of teachers, my Lady. Your father too, I am sure, set you on the right path. You should be proud.”

Viyala nodded, being as ladylike as she could. She radiated next to Ilteria, whose beauty always roused something within Salasmir.

“Thank you, Lord.”

Stalhom’s pressed lips turned to a smile as he raised his cup once more. “Hopefully this is an isolated incident, and we can move forward. But perhaps we should increase patrols, with proper briefings, to avoid such incidents. However, it is my understanding that Kythos is about to have his hands full. How can we help him?”

“Lord Talanis?” Telvath said, turning to the Kalatari Consular.

Talanis sat up, wiping wine from his lips. “I can send a force east to reinforce Ossilith. Although the rebuilding is finally showing fruit, their defenses remain weak. Their manpower isn’t at its height, and the men they do have are mostly untrained and haven’t seen battle.”

So the report of the Blight was well received by the Artisan, then. That was a relief. He seemed far too calm though, for a war brewing on lands he wanted unified.

“And your men have?” Stalhom asked.

Talanis smiled, letting out a frustrated breath of air. “You are right, Lord. But they train for war, as is the way with my men. I can have five thousand men marching on your order.”

Stalhom turned to the High King. “And what does our King have to say?”

Telvath tilted his head. “Then we will send those five thousand men.”

Stalhom nodded in agreement. “And what else are we doing to help our friend Kythos?”

It was odd that the Artisan didn’t address what Kythos had done. Did he not care? The man had killed at least one son of a self-proclaimed Stained King. Perhaps he deemed it justice for Scillia. Besides, it was only rumored that the second son, Roven, was dead. Even Kythos had not confirmed as much.

The King spoke first. “We have sent word to Consular Ilanudin, telling him to prepare his forces and send word to his eastern companies and his daughter in Oberran. The Stained forces are gathering and preparing their march south as we speak. We should receive word of first contact within the next two weeks. But by Ilanudin’s account, their forces withdrew from their fight with the Hardranians, as did the Amrinil themselves. The raids slowed down after the attack at the wedding, and we aren’t wholly sure why.”

Salasmir knew, and he knew the High King did not. If the Stained forces were aware of the Tears, that would be what they were after. Next to the wedding, it would explain their sudden shift in strategy. Or perhaps they thought Scillia had a Tear, and so that was why the wedding came on such short notice. The information was his responsibility as the Hand of the King, and freedom from knowing was the King’s privilege. The Tears could turn the tide of the war to come and ensure security from Mercy in perpetuity.

“Excellent. The Stained forces are said to be well commanded. And Galigus is not to be underestimated. Perhaps it is good Ilanudin never took his Omen—he will need his Will in the fight. Fire against fire, so to say.” Stalhom seemed more excited than Salasmir had expected. Perhaps even unperturbed, despite the threat to the Unity. “Let us get you to your rooms, and we can continue to discuss our worldly matters until the rest of the Consulars arrive. By my Weaver’s accounts, we have at least a week. Shrinale should be the first to join us. And of course, since Kythos and Ilanudin are engaged, I imagine they have sent word to their kin to join us. Viyala, I suspect you will be representing your people’s interests?”

Viyala spoke with a clear, warm voice. “I shall be an unbiased force for the people of all Maetlynd, Lord Artisan, while of course acknowledging the aspects of our discussions which require Amrinil involvement.”

As everyone began to clear the council chamber, Salasmir stayed back a step.

“There is one more thing, Lord Artisan,” Salasmir said, the room now empty of everyone but Stalhom and the dark figure in the corner. “Alevist Lightseeker is alive. He was the one who stopped the Bloünine at the wedding.”

Stalhom stopped in his tracks and the shadowy figure stirred. Red-on-red eyes gleamed under a dark hood.

The Artisan raised his brows. “So he is alive,” he said. “He is what, hunting Bloünine, then? We have heard no word of any, and the first one that appears, he kills. And our Lord King is aware of this?”

“Our King is not. It was a burden I figured he needn’t have.” Salasmir sighed. “I can only assume Alevist’s purpose, Lord.” Salasmir knew full well Alevist had other motivations. And announcing himself to both Galrawn and Viyala—it seemed he wasn’t keeping his presence a secret any longer.

The Artisan smiled. “You have been a superb Hand, Lord Salasmir. And I am grateful you brought this to me.” All of the tension seemed to dissipate when the shadowy figure walked out as the Artisan spoke. He sighed. “Now, let’s get you to your room.”
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As Kythos waved off Thelmund, he reflected that the air of the estate was feeling ever cooler.

His eyes finally felt rested, yet it had taken far too long for the Omen Knight to show. Apparently, he had been dealing with another bastard child born on the sixth level of the city. A shame so many young ones were left alone. What noble was poking about anyway? The bastard was only eleven years of age, but a bastard still—he had no birthright to the Will. Although Kythos was bothered by the delay, he was happy justice was served.

Walfin walked in, bald and so marked with scars they almost appeared as their own layer of skin. “Thelmund said I needed to move fast, Lord Kythos. I am sorry but business has kept me north. What did ya need me for? What’s the rush?” Walfin asked, as casual as ever.

Kythos cleared his throat, looking down at his plate. It was full, and he was hungry, but the food had grown cold. He took a sip of the coarse wine, letting it scratch the back of his throat. “We have urgent matters, Master Walfin. Urgent matters indeed.”

“You’re referring to the Stained Army moving, I assume?”

Kythos smiled, doing his best to appear amenable, as if he was the one accepting an offer. “Yes, indeed.”

Walfin breathed in through his nose, nodding his head as vigorously as a slow man could. Thelmund stirred in the corner, folding the sleeves of his robes over either hand. He stepped up. “Lord Kythos is requesting we remove his Omen Mark, Lord Walfin. And the rights of the Consular under jurisdiction of war—”

“This has never been asked of me before,” Walfin said, holding his hands up. “I do all the scrabbling about, Marking these innocent fools with no control over their Will, and now you want me to unmark you?”

He was far too casual, and although Kythos loathed him for it, as one of the former Omunine, he was well within his rights to speak that way. The two had served together, back before the Orders were disbanded. Though Kythos had risen slightly further in rank.

“You said at your daughter’s ceremony that you would ask me something soon when I came to pay my respects. And I am deeply sorry for your loss. But this would damn me to the Last Artisan and the High King.”

“They would forgive you, Walfin,” Kythos said. “As would the people of Ossilith. Who all cower in fear as the forces move south. They’re yet to engage with the Amrinil, but we are limited on time. We are talking before the turn of winter, Walfin.” Kythos looked to him as he would an old friend, instead of a subordinate.

Walfin sighed, his green-on-green eyes softening under the shadow of the one patch of hair at the tip of his scalp.

“With war around the corner, I am within my rights,” Kythos said.

Walfin scoffed. “Look at you, Kythos. You have hardly eaten. Your eyes are as red as a Daerikal’s and your skin is the palest I’ve ever seen.”

His friend was pleading with him. And Kythos knew he was skirting the boundaries with the use of the law, considering formal war hadn’t begun. But he needed time to harness his Will once more, as it had been over thirty years since he had last exerted himself. It would make him feel better, too. All of that pain that still coursed through him would be replaced with power—for the most part. It could only serve as a distraction, but nonetheless, his convictions were set.

“I know we are skirting a line here,” Kythos continued. “But the King will know, the Last Artisan will know, and most importantly, Galigus will know. We have yet to Mark Ilanudin, because he remains so close to the Hardranians. With the Stained moving south, don’t you think it best for our people to see their Consular strong?”

Walfin sighed once more, closing his eyes. “Fine.”

Kythos wasted no time, throwing his largest Runestone upon the table. He snapped his fingers, and on cue, Thelmund turned around to pick up the Consular’s shield. It was heavy for the lanky fellow. While his nephew managed that, Kythos pulled his famed longblade from under the table, one he was happy to take from his ceremonial shrine. It filled Kythos with pride, and helped bury the rage that had been brewing in him for weeks.

Walfin scanned the table. “I see you were prepared for me to agree.”

“As an old friend, Walfin, I have always known you the best.”

Walfin smiled at that, validating Kythos in a way he’d only felt before while staring at the decaying Roven, still tearing away at his chains in the cellar.

“You too, my friend, shall be armed again,” Kythos added. “The old way.”

Walfin’s eyes lit up. He was one of the greatest warriors Kythos had ever trained with, and taking away an Omunine’s shield was one of the most heinous acts committed during the Unity. There was no pain greater than setting that down.

Kythos handed his plate of food to Thelmund and began unbuttoning his tunic, feeling the raggedness of it all fall from his shoulders. He wrapped his ceremonial veiled sash around his waist, the fierce green clashing with his eyes. Thelmund nearly winced as Kythos rose from the table. Shirtless, cold, skinnier than he had ever been, he was ready to feel power once more. He looked down at his Omen Mark, the symbol of the parallel blades and crossed shield barely showing through in white. The charcoal markings burned over the man he used to be.

Walfin placed the weapon, the shield, and the unset stone in their correct places, as if preparing for a battle. Kythos looked down at each, remembering when each was earned, each representing a nostalgic part of his life he so missed. He thought of his daughter, his two sons, and his late wife. He took a deep breath as Walfin stepped to his right side, cupping his hands over the Mark. Kythos opened his arms out wide and braced as the Omen Knight looked up at him.

“Are you ready?”

Kythos smiled down at his old friend. “Let us be on with it. Our people await their leaders.”

Walfin pressed his hands into Kythos’ hip and stomach and the Omen began to fade away. A burn—a searing pain—replaced it. And as Kythos looked down to his Runestones, each began to emit that familiar black glow against the white tablecloth. Kythos breathed through the pain, since nothing had felt quite like anything since Scillia had died. And as the pain rushed into him, his heart burned with sorrow, and his hatred for those who took her away made the pain feel like the answer.


Chapter 37
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On the third night, the scribe finally came through.

Steyvin’s vambraces radiated hardstone over the parchment as he placed it on the table within his tent; he preferred that method over softstone. Both Ilatu and Bryseis shared the space, each stating many times over the passing days how they didn’t miss the discomforts of the ship. The Amrinil were nearly finished stripping the beach of all their men and gear, and so it was almost time to set off through the swamps.

Steyvin held the message to the candlelight when it finished scribing, Ilatu rubbing at his mother’s wristband. As his eyes glanced over the letter, he began to recite it:

“Son… Sons. It is a great pleasure to know you are safe,” Steyvin began, doing his best imitation of Shrinale, trying to get Ilatu to laugh. “Ilanudin is not to be trusted under any circumstance. If this is how you must retrieve the Tears, do so, and then be on your way. Halvayne and I have had dealings and crossed swords in the past. Him, you can trust.” The note was growing more serious, so Steyvin settled the accent. Ilatu rubbed at the wristband again. “I will support Halvayne’s claim to those lands. And with war waging, it may be soon that things will return to the old way, and allies will be valuable. Let us see the truth of Ilanudin, so he can answer for all of his crimes.

“In reference to the Stained King, we are indeed seeing some of his people gather here, but most have boarded ships to set sail. I am currently on a ship myself, arriving at Stalhom’s citadel on the Isles within the next two days. As things here unfold, getting those Tears is important. Perhaps Halvayne’s knowledge of their uses will be beneficial to us, as mine is admittedly limited. Be safe Bryseis, and be safe, my sons.

“I love you.”


The candlelight wavered as tears filled his eyes and he turned away from Ilatu, shoving down the emotion. “There’s our answer.”

“So he will send men?”

“He will send men, but he didn’t say as much. Supporting Halvayne’s claim was his way of telling us that.”

Ilatu’s head dipped and he looked up at the Weaver. “We haven’t asked you about any of this, Bryseis. Are you on board?”

She gave a friendly huff. “I am your father’s ward, and yours as well. So I am in this. Not only for you and your people, but for mine.”

Steyvin smiled, folding the paper in his hands and holding it to the candle. As it burned in his hand, he radiated the softstone of his vambrace, keeping the fire from touching his fingers. “Let’s go meet with Halvayne, finalize the details of our movement, and prepare to ride into the shadows of that damned swamp.”


Halvayne sat by his own fire, Ceranna by his side.

The Hardranian looked over his shoulder at their footsteps. He kept quiet, whispering something to his seer as they approached.

In the distance, another fire burned atop the hill that lay between the wheat fields and the Witesands. Steyvin saw Ilanudin’s face, sipping ale with the men he was to send along on the journey.

The wind and the small waves brushing the shoreline whispered in the evening light.

“Something isn’t right,” Halvayne said, taking a sip from a steaming cup.

“What do you mean?” Ilatu asked.

“I mean Ilanudin knows more than he’s letting on. Look at him.”

The three newcomers all looked.

“Not at the same time!” Halvayne shook his head as the three tried to subtly shift their eyes to the surroundings. He spat into the fire. “I think he knows we have the Tears with us.”

“You’re bringing them with us?” Ilatu asked.

“Yes.” Halvayne’s cheek flinched with his nervous smile. “Wouldn’t you?”

“Alright, then,” Steyvin said. “Give us one now. That is the plan, right? Catch the Blight-mad Haltars sleeping?”

“You’re not getting one now,” Halvayne said. His firm tone indicated Steyvin shouldn’t push. “The rig we made should be able to cross the solid ground and save us a day. Ilanudin is supplying the ships. They are woven by his finest and each is said to fit at least ten men.”

“That’s perfect for fighting Haltars, then.” Steyvin had no previous experience with Haltars, but he felt it the appropriate thing to say. He eyed Ilanudin’s men around the fire.

Halvayne followed his gaze to the Amrinil encampment. “Their men will be spying for the Consular, no doubt. And I worry they may not give us the chance to return from the mountains. So if you must choose between anybody, make sure the Amrinil aren’t a part of that choice at all.”

“You need not worry about our allegiances.”

Halvayne nodded, offering him a cup. “What of your father?”

Steyvin took it and drank. It was warm, and when he sipped it, it bit right back. He choked, spitting into the fire. Halvayne’s men laughed.

“What in Maet is that?”

Halvayne grinned. “It is ox piss. We travel with it because it keeps you warm when the air starts to cool. And it makes sure you can rise when it is time to please a woman.”

Steyvin wiped his mouth and looked at Ilatu, who also couldn’t help but join in the laughter. Ceranna glanced at him under her short, blonde hair. Her bright eyes were piercing, gripping his attention. He couldn’t tell if she was blushing, or if it was from the red of the fire.

“My father said he will support your claim,” Ilatu said, his hand still rubbing at his wrist. “And the three of us are in agreement.”

“Excellent,” Halvayne said, clapping the back of Steyvin’s shoulder with his broad hand. “Then yes, I will offer you a stone. But not here.” He stood over the fire now, proud, tucking his arms into his vest. “It will be a hard fight to be sure. If we are lucky, tomorrow night we bleed from those still turned mad by the sickness that sundered our lands apart. Let us remove them, as they so tried to remove us.” And Halvayne raised his cup.

His men nodded and grunted, raising their cups before spitting the bitter swill into the flames. Steyvin shook his head and bit his tongue, looking over to Halvayne’s twitching smile.

“I will let Ilanudin know we are ready to leave. He probably thinks we have some wise ceremony to conduct. And as much as I would like to entertain myself by tricking him into jostling one of my men’s balls, I think it best we get moving.”

Halvayne began trudging the hundred or so paces to Ilanudin’s camp. Steyvin looked down at the Witesands, then to Ilatu. The fire burned red on the side of his brother’s face.st imitation of Shrinale, trying to get Ilatu to laugh. “Ilanudin is not to be trusted under any circumstance. If this is how you must retrieve the Tears, do so, and then be on your way. Halvayne and I have had dealings and crossed swords in the past. Him, you can trust.” The note was growing more serious, so Steyvin settled the accent. Ilatu rubbed at the wristband again. “I will support Halvayne’s claim to those lands. And with war waging, it may be sooner that things will return to the old way, and allies will be valuable. Let us see the truth of Ilanudin, so he can answer for all of his crimes.

“In reference to the Stained King, we are indeed seeing some of his people gather here, but most have boarded ships to set sail. I am currently on a ship myself, arriving at Stalhom's citadel on the Isles within the next two days. As things here unfold, getting those Tears is important. Perhaps Halvayne’s knowledge of their uses will be beneficial to us, as mine is admittedly limited. Be safe Bryseis, and be safe, my sons.

“I love you.”

The candlelight wavered as tears filled his eyes and he turned away from Ilatu, shoving down the emotion. “There’s our answer.”

“So he will send men?”

“He will send men, but he didn’t say as much. Supporting Halvayne’s claim was his way of telling us that.”

Ilatu’s head dipped and he looked up at the Weaver. “We haven’t asked you about any of this, Bryseis. Are you on board?”

She gave a friendly huff. “I am your father’s ward, and yours as well. So I am in this. Not only for you and your people, but for mine.”

Steyvin smiled, folding the paper in his hands and holding it to the candle. As it burned in his hand, he radiated the softstone of his vambrace, keeping the fire from touching his fingers. “Let’s go meet with Halvayne, finalize the details of our movement, and prepare to ride into the shadows of that damned swamp.”


Halvayne sat by his own fire, Ceranna by his side.

The Hardranian looked over his shoulder at their footsteps. He kept quiet, whispering something to his seer as they approached.

In the distance, another fire burned atop the hill that lay between the wheat fields and the Witesands. Steyvin saw Ilanudin’s face, sipping ale with the men he was to send along the journey.

The wind and the small waves brushing the shoreline whispered in the evening light.

“Something isn’t right,” Halvayne said, taking a sip from a steaming cup.

“What do you mean?” Ilatu asked.

“I mean Ilanudin knows more than he’s letting on. Look at him.”

The three newcomers all looked.

“Not at the same time!” Halvayne shook his head as the three tried to subtly shift their eyes to the surroundings. He spat into the fire. “I think he knows we have the Tears with us.”

“You’re bringing them with us?” Ilatu asked.

“Yes.” Halvayne’s cheek flinched with his nervous smile. “Wouldn’t you?”

“Alright, then,” Steyvin said. “Give us one now. That is the plan right? Catch the Blight-mad Haltars sleeping?”

“You’re not getting one now,” Halvayne said. His firm tone indicated Steyvin shouldn’t push. “The rig we made should be able to cross the solid ground and save us a day. Ilanudin is supplying the ships. They are woven by his finest and each said to fit at least ten men.”

“That’s perfect for fighting Haltars, then.” Steyvin had no previous experience with Haltars, though felt it the appropriate thing to say. He eyed Ilanudin’s men around the fire.

Halvayne followed his gaze to the Amrinil encampment. “Their men will be spying for the Consular, no doubt. And I worry they may not give us the chance to return from the mountains. So if you must choose between anybody, make sure the Amrinil aren’t a part of that choice at all.”

“You need not worry about our allegiances.”

Halvayne nodded, offering him a cup. “What of your father?”

Steyvin took it and drank. It was warm, and when he sipped it, it bit right back. He choked, spitting into the fire. Halvayne’s men laughed.

“What in Maet is that?”

Halvayne grinned. “It is ox piss. We travel with it because it keeps you warm when the air starts to cool. And it makes sure you can rise when it is time to please a woman.”

Steyvin wiped his mouth and looked at Ilatu, who also couldn’t help but join in the laughter. Ceranna glanced at him under her short, blonde hair. Her bright eyes pierced through, gripping the back of his mind. He couldn’t tell if she was blushing, or if it was from the red of the fire.

“My father said he will support your claim,” Ilatu said, his hand still rubbing at his wrist. “And the three of us are in agreement.”

“Excellent,” Halvayne said, clapping the back of Steyvin’s shoulder with his broad hand. “Then yes, I will offer you a stone. But not here.” He stood over the fire now, proud, tucking his arms into his vest. “It will be a hard fight to be sure. If we are lucky, tomorrow night we bleed from those still turned mad by the sickness that sundered our lands apart. Let us remove them, as they so tried to remove us.” And Halvayne raised his cup.

His men nodded and grunted, raising their cups before spitting the bitter swill into the flames. Steyvin shook his head and bit his tongue, looking over to Halvayne’s twitching smile.

“I will let Ilanudin know we are ready to leave. He probably thinks we have some wise ceremony to conduct. And as much as I would like to entertain myself by tricking him into jostling one of my men’s balls, I think it best we get moving.”

Halvayne began trudging the hundred or so paces to Ilanudin’s camp. Steyvin looked down at the Witesands, then to Ilatu. The fire burned red on the side of his brother’s face.


Chapter 38
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It wasn’t Harglon.

Neera took Alevist to her brother as soon as the sleeping Bloünine was carted away. Alevist remembered the vigor that the wolf-masked man dueled with, and he felt the power rushing through him as he laid Hayde out on the ground. The Stained bastard was hurting.

Beside him lay an unconscious Ewilen. He analyzed both as Neera gave him space. Hayde was in worse shape, so he took priority.

The face of the body beside the anvil was crushed and unrecognizable. But the blade and the armor looked familiar. It had been Galrawn. Was it Ewilen who had killed the Runeborn Knight of the Stalwart Guard? Or was it Hayde? The body had two arrows piercing it, both with crimson tips. Blood continued to ooze from the wounds.

Alevist pulled open Hayde’s tunic, placing his hand on the boy’s battered body. He closed his eyes, his stone radiating at his side. Hayde took in air, his face twisted in discomfort. Alevist looked over to ensure Ewilen’s chest still moved. And with Hulin by his side, he seemed to be getting along. Bolin came running over.

“My father needs you.”

“Who is worse?” Alevist asked. Kalinuo’s oldest took in the other two and stepped back, reluctant.

Alevist moved to Hayde’s mangled face next. The golden light of Dawn radiated again as he gripped either side of the ranger’s head. Hayde weakly adjusted his position, his jaw clenching and relaxing as best a broken jaw could. The swelling in his right eye went down immediately, though the bruising and pain would remain for a time. The jaw was the challenge. The energy poured out of him.

The pain when healing was always the most agonizing, especially since Merin brought him back from the noose. When he had tried to heal Merin outside of the cavern, the energy jolted out of him—he’d used every last bit to try and bring Merin back after giving some to Erevayn.

Here with Hayde, he began to feel the same thing. He wanted to start at the jaw, but the way the boy’s ribs had been cracked must have hindered his ability to breathe.

Hayde’s jaw snapped as Alevist’s hands forced it into place. Alevist felt every bit of the boy’s pain, as he did every time he healed. He felt the exact pain they were feeling. Hayde yelped, his head falling back down on the hard mud. Neera winced for him, covering her mouth as tears dripped from her eyes. She cried as Linera had—withheld and silent.

“We need to get him… to a bed.” Alevist stood, struggling to get the words out as he clenched and relaxed his own jaw. “He will need at least a week, even with what I’ve done. And then, he will likely lose the fog and be ready to travel. Truth be told,” he said, touching Neera’s shoulder, “I’m going to need you both.”

Neera nodded, wiping away the tears.

He shifted to Ewilen, who was caked in blood. Luckily, it wasn’t his. Alevist removed the man’s tunic and found the chest patterns normal. Then, he moved his hands to the Kul’s forehead. He felt the cooling temperature and quickly radiated Dawn into the unconscious man. Hulin watched in awe as Ewilen’s eyes shot open, a sharp pain radiating through Alevist’s head, followed then by a dull ache.

“I’m alright.” Ewilen sat up and Hulin nearly tackled him. “Careful, now. I have to get my bearings.” He coughed as Hulin and Bolin helped him to stand.

“My father,” Bolin said.

Alevist turned to see his apprentice sitting with Kalinuo. His wife tended to him, having done enough to stop a large flow of the blood, but beside him, the deep red pool grew.

“You’re a stubborn bastard, you know that?” Alevist said.

Kalinuo smiled, his normally darkened skin growing more flush as his eyes came in and out of focus. “Just get on with it—if you don’t mind.”

His wife looked strong too, confident in her work to stabilize him. Toulin stared over her shoulder, his youthful eyes watching with attempted stoicism.

“This is going to hurt,” Alevist said. And then he seared the Dawn in his hands, gripping the open slice fast and hard. He moved a single hand to Kalinuo’s thigh, where another cut and bone shone through. The bone itself was nearly fully crimson, the same shade as the stones that mottled Maetlynd. Its crystalline appearance deepened as Kalinuo’s hard skin began to knit together, the bone cracking into place. Alevist quivered, the pain running through him, his tiredness growing deeper. He knew the fatigue would wear off, considering he had been training the Runeforms for over a hundred years. He pushed through the feeling of his muscles fading, working harder and harder as he felt his own limit creeping in, but he didn’t stop. His Mark seared his chest, his leg aching too, just as Kalinuo’s did.

Kalinuo shook, his face trembling as he bit down on the leather his wife placed in his mouth. He growled a high note, but he remained silent otherwise, only a single tear falling down his scarlet-marked cheek, sifting its way around mud and dried blood.


After all was over with, Alevist couldn’t wait any longer.

“You can’t go now. You’ll be too tired,” Erevayn said as his Liege stood up to walk toward the hut housing the Bloünine.

Alevist stumbled, nearly falling before his apprentice caught him. “I’ll be fine.” He winced, feeling the heat of the Bloünine’s blade, the hum of the slashing Wills ringing in his ears. The wolfen mask and the red, piercing eyes flashed before him. He pushed himself from his apprentice.

As he began to walk away, Erevayn’s voice stopped him. “It’s not going to bring them back.”

Alevist halted, the blood and mud beneath his feet dragging against the gravel as he turned to look at his apprentice. He drew in a deep breath. The anger bubbling within him wasn’t meant for Erevayn. “No, it won’t.”

But he would get answers. Alevist would find where Harglon was, for surely the Bloünine knew. Then, he would let the bastard go. He would report where Alevist was headed, and they would settle it under the Dawn Tree, where it all began. Harglon would come. He wouldn’t be able to resist.


He stepped into the hut. Chains rattling within.

A flash of sun burst in and Alevist placed his hand on the man’s head to get him to wake. To put him to sleep, he had seared enough Omen into the man’s forethought. A precise movement, one that had required years to master, and a gaping wound on his enemy. The man’s severed arm was chained with a rope tied tight to the empty elbow. The cut was already seared closed with the Dawn.

The man’s eyes slowly cleared of the fog, and Alevist waited. Torturing one of the Bloünine wasn’t an option. It simply wouldn’t work. All they required… was purpose.

The man’s mask still hung off the side of his face, so Alevist stepped up to rip it off and the Bloünine’s eyes shot open. He pulled at the chains; one binding his wrist, the other at the base of his elbow where it hardly reached. He knelt on a thin carpet above a cold stone floor.

The beast looked at his severed arm as one would a small cut. “What do you want?”

Alevist stepped away from the cloying smell of burnt flesh. He held the wolf mask in his hands and sat along the wall, unbuckling his sheath as he did. His crimson cloak dragged against the stones, a dim light coming from the back wall lantern and the inkling of sun through the drapery.

“I want you to go to Harglon. I don’t care where he is. But I would like you to bring him to me.”

“Harglon? I haven’t seen that man in over thirty years.” The man spat, almost seeming happy where he knelt. He looked back at the left arm, then back to Alevist. “You and I aren’t much different, Aranari. We both feel the same pain.”

“What are you talking about?” Pain was normal for the use of Will, most notably the Runeform of Blood. Perhaps he was talking about the surface level pain of the Will. Because he definitely wasn’t referring to the anguish Alevist endured when healing.

“We Bloünine use it as an answer, where so often I find others use it to prompt questions.” The chains rattled as he lifted his head to address the sliced arm. “The difference between us and your order? We didn’t pretend that we didn’t live in it. We embraced it.”

Alevist nodded. “I know better than to hurt you—”

“Yet you take my stone away from me. The worst pain a man can feel is knowing the power he has, and not being able to use it.”

Alevist thought back on the year after the Reckoning; the look in his wife’s eyes. Seeing Yilera standing helplessly while her protector was weak. He didn’t know what could have hurt worse for them; the pain of death, or the pain of seeing the one sworn to keep them safe failing his duties.

“So,” Alevist said. “You will go?”

“I have an idea where he is.”

Alevist’s eyes snapped up from the ground, locking with the Bloünine. “Then you will find him. Abandon your cause with Kythos. You’ve confirmed what I have suspected for some time. You Bloünine who survived were taken in by great houses and they caged you like dogs. Your friend who perished at the wedding—that must have boiled you rotten.”

“I heard it was you who killed him,” the Bloünine said. “And so indeed, it did.”

“You know who I am, then?”

“We all do, Alevist Lightseeker.” The scorn in his voice came with the violence of the moving chains. “The Killer of the Order of Blood.”

“Then you know Harglon wants me dead as much as I desire the same for him.” A silence claimed the room as the Bloünine sniffled. He seemed young, and Alevist at last remembered his face from the years the Orders were in place, though he couldn’t recall what they had named the boy. “It’s funny how two people who seek each other can often overlook where they might be.”

The Bloünine smiled. “I sense your recognition. You never learned my name. But it is Elfin. And as far as Harglon is concerned, by all accounts he has far bigger things to worry about than some missed quarrel. I thought you were dead. The wedding changed that.”

“Then I will let you go. You forfeit your service to Kythos. You find Harglon. Then you tell him to find me where it all began. And if you want, come with him. Two birds with one swipe will suffice.”

“They separated us. I can’t guarantee he’ll be where I suspect. It was how they kept our identities secret and our fates hidden.”

“Who separated you?”

“The Last Artisan,” he said.

And the words dropped like a hammer on an anvil.

“The Consulars he matched us with thought we were some sort of bastards. The instruction was different for each of us. I was told to keep Kythos safe and to practice other Runeforms in my isolation. There were so few that truly knew our faces, so we could change our names, and no one would be any wiser if they saw us. Kythos and I had built trust over the years, so he knew my true origins.”

Alevist shook his head. “You will find Harglon. And you will tell him to find me at the Dawn Tree. You will tell him I have in my possession what he sought so long ago. And that will be enough.”

Elfin smiled. “So it is true. The Tears are surging. And so it happens as Stalhom had said it would. Though, I am sure, it is much sooner than he wished.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The Gods are at war with us again. And you refuse to choose the side of your people. Keep your Tear. Perhaps you will be our guide to the other side. Hold onto it tight. I will find Harglon. And we’ll both come and kill you.”


An accord was formed, and the Bloünine was released.

He asked for his Runestones once or twice, but Alevist denied him that right, as was only natural. Ewilen could reuse the softstone and they could unforge the hardstone for a different Runeform—one untouched by blood.

Alevist led the way out of the hut, Valdus and Erevayn surrounding the man. Elfin squinted and blocked out the sun, as if he had been inside for weeks. He walked forward, looking around at all the dark faces of the villagers. Their scowls were appropriate, yet they still submitted to Alevist’s ruling without contest.

Alevist threw a waterskin to the blood knight. “Find him, and bring him to me.”

There was a good chance Elfin would return to Kythos, but his loyalties to his fellow Bloünine would guide him to find Harglon. Sooner or later, Harglon would know. And Alevist would wait at the Dawn Tree for that day to come. First, he needed to ensure the Tear of Ossilith was put in place. He turned back to see his apprentice glaring at him, almost confused. Alevist ignored him. He had Merin’s Tear now. And with it, he could lure the man who took it all from him.

In Erevayn’s gaze he saw the growth of his apprentice. He had learned from his master that vengeance wouldn’t breed relief, but Alevist wasn’t doing it for relief. He didn’t want to feel good at the end of it. So often, he wanted to stoop to their level, and so often, he came to the same conclusion. The deaths of his family hurt more than his own death—if he had truly died. The more he compared his experience to Ewilen’s, the more he believed he had. For what man could hang for days with a spear in his side?
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“You let him go? Just like that?”

His Liege making such a blunder confused him.

“You can’t torture a Bloünine. You either kill them or they kill you,” Alevist said, walking back toward the mass of huts and the burnt-out funeral pyre.

Families gathered, finding each other with tears of relief, or mourning the losses of their loved ones.

“And so you let him go? Sounds like he’s going to be the one who ends up killing us. You saw how powerful he was.” Erevayn trailed behind his master. “I didn’t want you to murder him in cold blood, but letting him go?”

Alevist snapped, turning around to his apprentice. In the light of the sun, Erevayn thought he saw his master’s eyes glow red. “And so he brings Harglon.”

“That’s the one you want?”

Alevist nodded, taking a step back. “He will meet us at the Dawn Tree, when the time comes. I won’t expect you to wait there with me after you’ve mastered your stone once more.”

Erevayn simply nodded, biting his tongue. There was no use talking to that possessed man about the naivety of vengeance, for he already knew. There was no rhyme or reason other than the pure justice that he wanted to serve.

Alevist made his way to the great hall. “Come, we have time now. We can train you more.”

Erevayn looked down at his hands and his torso, both still covered in blood. “I’ll meet you over there. I’m going to clean up. I recommend you do the same.”

And as Erevayn turned to walk away, he looked over his shoulder and saw Alevist finally pause to see the blood on his hands. How heated he must feel, to have overlooked it. A heat Erevayn knew too well.

His hand drifted to his pocket. I need a fucking drink.

No. No—I don’t.

Erevayn spotted Neera, who was caring for Hayde under a makeshift medical tent.

“How’re you doing?” Erevayn kept his voice gentle, trying to do what she had done for him over the course of their short time together.

Around them, men and women groaned. Crystalline blood and limbs lay about, blocking the path of those running around to help. All things considered, almost thirty armed men infiltrating a small, unprepared village could have yielded far more losses.

“I’m doing okay,” she said, wrangling out a bloody rag. She then placed it on her brother's forehead. “He fought hard. Killed a Runeborn.”

“I saw the hole in that bastard’s head. Stalwart guards aren’t going to be happy when they find out about that one.”

Hayde coughed. “Like hell they aren’t.”

Their eyes snapped to the Stained man.

“What?” Hayde coughed again.

Neera scoffed, shaking her head. “Amazing… Absolutely amazing.” She patted Erevayn’s hand on her shoulder. “We’ll be ready within the week.”

“The week?”

“Alevist said he’s delaying the trip. And Hayde’s going to want to see this through now, as do I. In one of his few moments awake he told me how much he loved the blade he held.”

“Good then. A week,” Erevayn said, nodding his head as he squeezed her shoulder and turned to go.


As days passed and Erevayn continued to train, he began to notice some changes in Alevist.

What had once been a stoic and measured man started to seem more reckless in private.

Each day of training grew more and more challenging for Erevayn. In the beginning Alevist’s concern for his apprentice’s safety was at the forefront, but that concern faded with each passing day.

Ewilen recovered within a day and returned to the work he had started. He forged tirelessly, though with the aid of his hammer he was able to finish each of the new weapons quickly.

Erevayn and Alevist sat by the burning pyre on the fourth night, as the last of the village’s dead were sent to their rest.

“You seem different since you and that Bloünine fought.”

Alevist had been staring into the fire. And then he blinked, looking through the dark blond hair in front of his eyes. “Honestly,” he began, “I haven’t felt that weak in a long time. Not since it happened.”

Erevayn nodded slowly, returning his eyes to the fire. “You never talk about it. What is it?”

“There isn’t much to say. I failed. I was powerless, as you have been.” He held his hands up. “Though since last week, you’ve made progress. I know you’re ready for the Dawn Tree.”

Avoiding the topic, I see. “And then we part?”

“That will be your choice. It seems your desire for vengeance has left you. I wish I could let mine go as quickly as you have.”

Erevayn’s wasn’t fully gone, only diminished. He still hungered for it, but more important burdens kept arising. And Merin’s death opened his eyes to what those burdens may all possibly mean. So in that sense, his lust for vengeance did seem small.

Valdus approached from a distance, and so Erevayn scrambled to pry something from his master. “Don’t you believe what they say? About the two with golden eyes?”

Alevist looked back to the fire, nodding as he clenched his teeth. “Ah, Valdus,” he said. “Please, sit.”

The Merciani dragged a heavy stump up to the two Aranari. Erevayn wasn’t keen to let his master get away with that particular deflection. “Valdus, what else do you know about the two with golden eyes?”

Alevist rubbed at his nose, sniffing.

Valdus looked between the two. “That will be for you to discover. I only know what Merin told me. And I will vow myself to your cause until that day comes, and you bring me and these people back to Mersianei. There are more whom he didn’t speak of, more who will serve with you. But who they are, I cannot say.”

“Can’t say because you don’t know? Or won’t say because it’s not your place?” Alevist asked.

Valdus shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Alevist smiled into the bottom of his pewter. “And so that day will come.”

“So you’ll go with us to Baudin’s Gate?” Erevayn asked.

Alevist looked up from his cup.

“Aye. I will be going with you. I am now sworn to your protection. As are Kalinuo and his sons. As will be everybody in this village, in due time.”

Erevayn nodded, taking the responsibility once more. He couldn’t fathom hearing those words and doing otherwise. Though, a part of him wanted to retreat back to his drink.

Alevist rolled his shoulders back. “This gem is the priority, Valdus. Over myself and Erevayn and all of our own desires. If we don’t get this through Baudin’s Gate, and back into the setting I placed it in all those years ago, it may spell more trouble in the months to come.”


Chapter 39
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Salasmir sipped his tea as he sat at the end of the bed.

He missed the warmth that Ilteria would have been able to provide. Thoughts of Ilteria spiraled to thoughts of his wife. She would be gathering up her things to make her way to Se’l Tobahn within the next few days. Her arrival would likely end his affair. Why would Ilteria want to sneak around behind his wife’s back? Why would he want to sneak around behind his wife’s back? Perhaps he would tell her. And Ilteria could officially become his concubine. If Salasmir had more power, maybe then it’d be easier to convince them both.

He warmed his hands on the mug, feeling the summer’s end through the slightly opened doors. The jagged and earth-touched stone that built up the foundation of the citadel lined his entire room. It seemed more and more gray as he let himself drift into the candle and moonlight.

Alevist’s family was comfortably housed during the Reckoning in this very citadel. It must have looked different then, but still; while the Daemonine had settled his family in the tower, Salasmir had been on a ship to fight the invading force of Merciani moving south, reinforcing Shrinale at Kaneretta.

The young boy’s face flashed into his mind again. The one he had most recently cut down.

What was his name again?

It didn’t matter. The face mattered. The face that looked to him in a moment of complete and utter loss of control. A feeling Salasmir could share. Kent. That was his name.

A knock at the door.

“Come in,” said Salasmir, bringing himself to stand as he set his cup on the table. He poured himself a crystal-clear glass of water.

Stalhom walked through.

Salasmir shifted at the table, quickly lowering the ewer. He bowed his head. “Lord Artisan. It is an honor to have you here.”

Stalhom smiled. “Of course, Salasmir. No better company for the Blade of Kaneretta.”

Salasmir gathered himself, taking a breath. He looked out beyond the flowing curtains as the sounds of waves crashed below the balcony. The moonlight glistened on the crystal parapets.

“If you don’t mind me asking, Lord, what brings you here this late? Not that it is an inconvenience of course… I simply don’t see myself worthy—”

“Belay your humility, Salasmir. I will have none of it.” Stalhom moved into the room in glowing crimson robes, his hands behind his back. “You underwent a great ordeal on your trip, it seems. The death of a Consular’s daughter, one whom I was fond of. Her bright visions could have done some good to the current state of Maetlynd. And now, Salasmir—I worry.”

The Artisan’s red-tinted skin shone white against the reflecting moonlight.

“I worry as well, Lord—”

“I fear we worry about different things. A petty squabble between Kythos and this self-proclaimed Stained King is almost of no concern to me. I worry about who he may ally himself with.”

“And who might that be?” Salasmir took a sip of the water. The coolness of it sent a wave of chills down his spine from the base of his neck. His mouth nearly chattered as he clenched his jaw, his teeth burning with the cold.

Stalhom sighed. “I am afraid, Salasmir, this is a weight I alone bear. One I wish not to put on the King—or his Hand, who we both know bears most of the weight.”

“Our Lord King bears his weight plenty, Lord.” Salasmir almost bit his tongue off. “I simply mean, Lord, that he has his own trees that he must carry on his back. And his may feel heavier than mine, still.”

“I said to stop with the humility,” Stalhom snapped. “I may ask something of you in the coming days and weeks. Something that may seem bizarre to you. But you are one of the only men I trust.”

Salasmir nodded, his mouth shut.

“If what the King said is true regarding the Blight—and I am sure it is based on the accounts—then Alevist’s return is no coincidence. In fact, the two coincide. I am not sure if he is the one running around, undoing his work from all those years ago out of spite or otherwise. If that is the case, I may have to ask you to make an enemy of old kin.”

Salasmir’s eyes dipped as he set his glass on the table. “I understand. He was not kin by blood, Lord. But by circumstance. And he always treated my late sister fairly, and of course, her late husband. But if he is an enemy of the Unity—actively working against our very goal—I can mobilize a force immediately to pursue his whereabouts.”

“And where would he go?”

“Viyala told me that he travels with Erevayn, my nephew. The boy wishes to ruin his Mark. With Alevist, I am sure he can achieve this. The Dawn Tree would be the most likely spot, for Dawn was Erevayn’s Runeform. And he would need to return there if he had a Runestone to harness.”

The Artisan sat down, taking a sip of the water. “And how did you get to that conclusion?”

“It is something I have been thinking about since Dul’Vulgo. Knowing Alevist was alive alone was enough for me to put that together. Though my reasons, if I’m being honest, were different from yours.”

“And what were those?” The fierce darkened red iris seemed to stare through Salasmir.

“I wanted to reunite with him. And, Lord—” He hesitated. Sharing this with the Last Artisan and not the High King? How could he bear that?

But Stalhom would know. And though luxuries seem to have taken my old friend, it is better that he does know.

“He may be carrying Ossilith’s Tear, as you are suggesting.”

Stalhom nodded, his gentle smile warming the anxious Salasmir. “That is exactly my fear. And I fear he seeks more than to hold it… Have you told this to your King?”

“I have not.”

Stalhom looked out into the moonlight, his expression shifting. “Did you know my father named himself God Emperor during his reign?”

Salasmir shook his head, taking a seat.

“Not many did. And there is an oft lost understanding about the Tears of an Artisan. The one bearing the power must forego it before their death. They must deem the person they hand it to worthy. During the Reckoning, my companions fell to the Blight, and so, before the effects began to settle in, they sacrificed their powers into the gems. My father, however, took no such curse.”

Salasmir scoffed. “So your father let you kill him?”

Stalhom sighed, nodding. “It would seem so. And in doing that, the approval I had sought from him came only when I was able to muster the courage to face him. But then, I had no idea what to do with the gem.”

“You weren’t born an Artisan?”

Stalhom smiled. “Lords, no. In fact, I confided in Aranor after my father’s death, as he helped me rebuild the Daerikeen into what you see today. He is the one who bestowed upon me the gift of power.” He raised a hand, snapping his fingers to summon a purple flame.

Chaos. An Outer Will, its use banned in the Unity. But it would make sense that the Last Artisan was to have it. By using it so freely, he conveyed a trust toward Salasmir that the Hand wasn’t expecting. Why is he telling me all of this?

“As an Artisan, you can access all the touches of Will, with far less training than if you were simply born to a Mark. But—without my tutelage under Aranor I would have never learned how to control all that power. And I would have been liable to end up like my father.”

“The God Emperor,” Salasmir repeated.

“Correct. And while the connotations of that name were negative at the time, the name bears a lot of weight behind it. One that, if we were to go to war again, I wouldn’t hesitate to bestow upon myself. For who would fight against Gods?”

And then you would no longer be our Last Artisan. And so, we would need others to build. Salasmir nodded in thought. Was he implying that he was planning to make Telvath an Artisan once he got his hand on Ossilith’s Tear?

Stalhom spun his hand, consuming the Chaos. “Did you know that we had found Duliath’s sword? Last year. And it was brought to me last week.”

“Is that so?” Salasmir stood, shocked. He had heard the stories. What the blade was rumored to do. But Duliath had been mad. And he had wasted an opportunity with it, misusing it on himself.

“I assume you know the stories of the blade and its origins, so I won’t bore you with them. Though,” Stalhom continued, moving towards the door, “even in the hands of a madman, he sparked a great idea. A concept that, if it worked, could change the very landscape of our hierarchy. One that could ensure that no force could ever again inflict harm upon us, as those Merciani did.”

Salasmir gripped the cup on the table, his hand growing numb.

“So in the coming days, let us keep this conversation between us. Let us see the trust that could grow between us. I believe in you, Salasmir. I may ask you to believe in me the same way, for if that foreign enemy is to come again, we may need to change our tactics. For perhaps they could be a powerful ally.” Then, the Last Artisan opened the door and stepped out.

Salasmir’s heart thudded. Duliath thought his blade could create Artisans by embedding a Tear in lieu of a Runestone. He was proven wrong by his own hand. If Stalhom considered the idea not so mad in thought but in execution, perhaps it signaled a shift in what was to come.

And if he was considering allying with that old enemy to bring order itself to Maetlynd, then it was perhaps something Salasmir would have to warm up to. It would be hard, considering all he had lost fighting off the maddened force of Merciani. But there were rumors of their autonomy—those who remained amongst the Forgotten and the Stained and in those settlements deep in the mountains. A free will against their old overseer. Perhaps their rumored reasons for staying were why the Merciani came in the first place. Perhaps they were forced from their land by some greater, more mysterious force.

[image: ]


The light of the moon crept in through the window.

Through the fog of Viyala’s vision, she saw the curtains waving with a blowing wind. A loud clicking and crashing. As her eyes focused, she saw the balcony door slam open.

A gust of wind must have pushed it open.

She looked at her bedside, her candle almost burned to the wax. A gentle smoke still rose from it as if it had just gone out. A heavy weight lay on her chest. She looked down, her hands grasping The Book of Nine Runes, which she had been reading before she fell asleep.

She lifted it up, the pages oddly bent but, fortunately enough, she had kept her page. She sat up, rubbing her eyes and looking about her room. Her gaze landed on the corner nearest the door.

Pitch blackness.

Uneasiness stirred, but she distracted herself, peering back down at the open book.

‘In the darkness of the night, when the sky turns over, and you are nothing but alone. Within you is the light that will shine most fiercely. The light that will engulf the shadow in the presence of itself, illuminating its death to the world.’

Ever a student to the Nine Runes, she still wished she had the bravery and wit of her much older sister. Vilsera had been a practiced Elunine before the Unity, now reduced to the rank of a regular Kaledar General in her father’s armies.

Click—clack—click—clack.

The power of Dusk and Dawn would have illuminated the space, if Viyala had a Runestone. But instead, she was left with her blade, no stone in the hilt. Feeling the weight of the book in her hands, she closed it, trading it for the sharp-edged dagger on her nightstand.

She slipped out of bed and shuffled sideways toward the clattering balcony door, keeping her gaze locked on the dark corner. Her shift in perspective added no illumination to the space. As she clicked the door into its place, halting the rushing winds from the sea below, the chamber instantly warmed.

She looked quickly to her nightstand, then back to the corner, feeling eyes upon her. She scrambled with matches, grabbing the candlestick and lighting the softened wick. The flame wasn’t big enough to bring any glow to that still darkened corner.

She took a deep breath, holding her blade behind her back—though whatever saw her would know—and walked forward.

She had moved five paces on icy stone before the cold started to rattle up her spine. And five more before the chills forced her to tilt her head.

Still, darkness remained.

She was four paces or so away now from her deepest fears, and so the litany she had read rang in her ear, her sister’s voice reciting.

‘In the darkness of the night, when the sky turns over, and you are nothing but alone.’

Yes, sister. I am very much alone, she thought, taking another step forward.

‘Within you is the light that will shine most fiercely.’

I do not share the Dawn nor the Dusk within you, sister. For I am Born of Rune but nought of capability.

She slowed her pace, thrusting the candle forward and bringing the blade from behind her back.

‘The light that will engulf the shadow in the presence of itself, illuminating its death to the world.’

Then, she sprang forward, piercing and slashing with a measured yelp as the darkness dissipated before her. She took in a deep breath. Nobody cowered in fear of her, and nought but a ewer was glimmering on a short table with a couple of crystal glasses.

The silence held, her heart still racing as she turned to look around the rest of the room. She placed her ear up against the door, listening into the hall to see if there were any steps beyond it.

She turned one more time to examine the space before moving back to her bedside, blowing out the candle and setting down her blade. Another glance about the room, and a shadow shifted on the stone wall.

Cold wind rushed into the room and she grabbed her blade once more. She sliced the air, but instead she hit skin.

A man grunted and followed through his dive; his face covered by a mask. Her strike threw him off-balance and he crashed to the floor, Viyala underneath him. She struggled against his grip on her wrists, trying to cut him as she started to scream. He cursed at the noise, trying to wrestle her blade from her.

She thrust up, simultaneously bringing her knee up with a sharp motion and striking him in the groin. He rolled off her and she swung her blade around, on guard as she fought to stand. Salasmir kicked through her door, his longblade in hand.

“Viyala!”

She turned to the balcony door. Click—clack—click—clack. A rush of wind pushed into the room, nearly shattering the glass panes of the door. The killer was gone. His blade and a dash of blood were all that remained.

Salasmir rushed to the balcony, staring outside and looking over and up toward the rest of the castle. Armored men poured into the room after Ilteria, who rushed over to put her arm around the still-shaking Viyala.

“Take her to your chambers, Ilteria. And you,” Salasmir said, pointing at one of the guards. “Stay with them and I will send more. Wait for my word.”

The man nodded and beckoned Ilteria and Viyala toward the door. They hurried down the hall, while Salasmir ran for the King’s chambers.


Ilteria brought Viyala into her chambers.

“You can stay with me for the rest of our time here,” Ilteria said, guiding Viyala into a safe place.

Viyala looked up and nodded, still silent. Someone had betrayed her. And letting her guard down now would be the height of foolishness.

Ilteria placed her hand upon Viyala’s stomach as she sat her down on the bed. And when she had, her eyes shot up to Viyala’s. “What?” Viyala said.

Ilteria smiled, then turned to the guard. “You can wait outside, if you please.”

“I was told to stay—”

“Please. Give the ladies some time? I have my bracers on, see?” Ilteria threw up her wrist for him to see her Runestone. “If somebody comes in, I can handle them. I will tell Salasmir you did your part and I asked for the time.”

The guard sighed, clenching his jaw. “I’ll be right out here,” he said, finally closing the door.

Ilteria stood, folding a blanket over Viyala’s shoulders that almost instantly warmed her. “How long?” Ilteria whispered.

Viyala’s tired mind stuttered to a stop. “How long, what?”

“You’re pregnant, Viyala.”

All of the anxiety washed away. Viyala scoffed. “That can’t be. I—” And then she remembered. Her eyes widened as she looked back to the door. Her mouth gaped, tears welling in her eyes.

“It’s Erevayn’s then, yes?”

Viyala nodded, doing her best to quiet the sobbing. Ilteria sat beside her, wrapping her arm around Viyala’s shoulder as she tucked her chin into the Weaver’s warm chest. And the two sat for a while, the protector beside Viyala ever-vigilant.
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Ilteria sat with Viyala a while longer before Salasmir and the King returned.

Salasmir reported that nobody had disturbed the King’s rest but himself and the two guards. He was frustrated at the guard, but one simple look from Ilteria and he was smitten, so his temper faded

Ilteria knew very well the power she held over him. It felt good to exert that attraction over a man. Something even in the way he had stormed into Viyala’s room made her want him more. The way he jumped to the balcony without fear nearly raised something in her. But her priority was to comfort Viyala

The night wore on and she let Viyala rest easily in her bed. Ilteria paced about the room, watching for the assassin. If that fool came here, he could ruin everything Ilteria had planned to begin with.

Luckily, he knew better than to show his face to her again after his failure. Which would mean she would have to employ a different means of vengeance against Ilanudin. Ilteria still remembered being that little girl with her mother, on the side of the road near Udonsil. That Amrinil threw her and her Vile-cursed mother a coin, as if that would have done anything.

All she had needed was warmth and water, and in the early days of the Unity, that was hard to come by. Instead, she died a week later.

Now Ilteria knew something that would be worse for a man of such a station than the death of his daughter. Viyala bore the child of an Exile, an enemy of the Unity.

Ilteria brushed her chin with her nails, letting the chills rise within her. Though she was sad for the girl, that couldn’t compete with the hatred she had for the girl’s father. For it was his sins that had led to the death of the one person in the world who had truly mattered to her.


Chapter 40
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Erevayn’s Liege sat quietly, taking a sip of his water.

“I am happy with your training,” Alevist said. “I now know you’re ready to go to the Dawn Tree. And after we secure this Tear in its rightful place, we will go there and restore some of your old powers.”

“And you’ll get your vengeance.”

“And I will get my vengeance. With a capable apprentice by my side. So hopefully it can be swift, and I can move on.”

Erevayn kept his eyes on his master, for behind his golden eye, something else lingered. “You’ll help me afterward? Master the Dawn Rune and all the others?”

“Why would you even want all of that responsibility? All of that pain?”

“You bear it just fine. And we now have a responsibility to these people here. To Merin and his memory,” Erevayn said. Alevist’s face gave no signs of agreement, nor disagreement—which seemed progress, considering the last time they had spoken of the matter.

“If Maetlynd is truly in danger from Mercy once more, if the Merciani are truly to make a return, I would be happy to take up arms against them. But I think by securing Ossilith’s Tear back into these mountains, we won’t have to worry about that foe again. From everything Aranor told me, these were not only a weapon against them, but a way to ensure their greatest weapon against us couldn’t be used.”

“The Blight,” Erevayn said. He had only seen the remnants of it. He grew up learning it as history and seeing it all around him, but he never truly knew what it must have felt like to live through it.

“Correct, the Blight. You heard Valdus. They were raised with the madness.”

“You never wanted to visit Mercy?” Erevayn asked. Since befriending Valdus, he’d grown curious. And it was in the prophecy passed down from Merin, who had been a proven Artisan.

To return to Mercy.

“It was always a dream as a child. But as I grew older, our local quarrels were enough to keep me engaged here. The Artisans never could quite get the rest of Maetlynd in good enough shape to send a force to explore it. And anyone who ever did venture there, never returned. Now we know why; those storms their Malders produced probably forced Dominus’ storms south, to our lands.”

Erevayn nodded, his gaze turning to the floor.

Alevist reached into his cloak. “This is for you.” And then, he pulled out one of the gems. It appeared at first to be Scillia’s necklace. But the more he looked at it, he realized it was Merin’s. There was a forged symbol inside of it, that of the stromlyre, and a crossed axe and blade, carved to perfection.

“This can’t be—”

“You were Merin’s Trusted,” Alevist said. “There is no doubt of that. In those caves, he saw something I couldn’t. And who am I to carry a stone meant for you?”

Erevayn closed his eyes, taking in a deep breath to truly feel the weight in his hands. It called out to him, as the other had. But it had belonged to Merin. And now, it was another weight on his shoulders. “What am I supposed to do with it?”

Alevist’s eyebrows rose. “I only know what my Artisan told me to do with mine. In your case, it’s best to hold onto it until you deem you’ve found the right place for it. But in the dirt is my suggestion. Somewhere no one can find it, where it can keep others safe.”

“The Dawn Tree,” Erevayn said. That was his first thought. A sacred place where he could go and radiate the magicks of the Tear, however that was possible. He had a master who knew how.

Alevist laughed. “That’s a good thought but let us table it and focus on getting to Baudin’s Gate. There are many places to consider, places which have held the great artifacts bearing the sources of the Inner Wills. In time, we can find one suiting your station.”

Erevayn sighed, looking up to his master for the first time since receiving the stone. The crimson lining was the lightest part of it; the setting of the tear-shaped opalescent Runestone seemed to shift in the flickering light of the room, the moon and flame radiating through it.


After a few more dial-turns of working at Erevayn’s Mark, they hadn’t made much more progress. He was ready. And both men knew it. Alevist stood, pulling his cloak off the back of his chair.

Erevayn had dreamed of the bandage-eyed woman almost every night since the Bloünine had gone. It stirred his sleep more than once an evening sometimes. Since it was their final session before the journey, he felt the urge to bring it up. “Have you ever dreamt of a bandage-eyed woman? While you were training?”

Alevist sat back down, leaning over as he scooted his chair closer. The breeze sweeping through the small valley village ruffled the curtain. Alevist shook his head. “I’m guessing you have?”

“Every night since you let that Bloünine go. And several times before that—I started seeing her during the wedding.”

“What does she look like?”

“She is always Amrinil. Usually she appears as my wife, my mother, or my sister. Other times she looks wholly different, as an entity of herself, but still Amrine. And other times—she’s Viyala.”

Alevist shifted back in his chair. “And what happens in the dreams?”

“There are times—” Erevayn cleared his throat. Alevist might think him weak, being so concerned over a dream. But he should tell his Liege. “She’ll rip my heart out… and replace it with one of the Tears. And there are other times she will show me my family’s deaths. Yet my mother and sister still live, by my knowledge. But since Merin died, those recurrences have slowed, if not totally halted.”

“You may see things that are to come, or possibilities of what has happened—but you must remember that you fought an Omen Mark.”

Erevayn nodded, leaning back. “Is it okay if we focus on tomorrow? I think Hayde might actually be ready to leave. Did you pick up your weapon?”

“Ewilen can work an anvil like no other. A part of me is happy he never Cleaved for the Unity. It would’ve killed him.” He clapped Erevayn’s shoulder. “Let’s get some rest.”

“I saw how deeply that Bloünine affected you. I won’t ask. I hope you know that I at least understand an ounce of the pain you feel. And although I wish we were off to fight an army of Hardranians tomorrow, I am here with you by choice, ready to take on this mission greater than ourselves.”

Erevayn felt the weight of his master’s eyes, peering at him in a sort of envy, but he let it go. If he weren’t to push back at Alevist at some point, he knew he would never grow. Part of Kaledar training involved teaching in order to learn. Though he wasn’t there yet, renouncing his desire to kill Hardranians, however temporary, made him pull his shoulders back a bit more every time the two sat down.

He let his master’s silence linger as he finished shifting the final log into the small fire, the flames surrounded by five crimson shards of stone to prevent it from leaking into the hovel. The smoke billowed out the open skylight. Alevist turned toward the door, his smile narrow as he looked at Erevayn with a hint of pride.

“Are you going to check on Hayde?” Erevayn asked. “Or am I?”

“Let him rest this final evening. I’ll see him in the morning—I have a gift for him.” And then Alevist walked out.

Erevayn hadn’t had too much time alone since making it into the mountains. The time he did have by himself, he slept. With the moonlight shining down, it was time to sleep, but he had a dial-turn or two.

Erevayn let out a deep breath he felt he had been holding the whole way up the mountain. He had felt himself grow since the wedding. Since Merin passed. He hadn’t put aside his hatred for the Hardranians for taking his wife, but he was able to set it aside for something bigger than himself for once. Something that may give him the power to hurt them all. But by that time, would he even want to?

The curtain blew again from the breeze, and he readied a kettle over the flame, set to try some tea leaves Bolin had given him.

Battle always keeps me awake, he had said. Best to let nature take its course, and use what the land gives in order to rest to protect it.

Erevayn missed Viyala. Although she was gone now, he could still think of her. He poured the tea out into his tempered clay mug, taking a sip as he threw his feet up on the table. Viyala liked tea—she had introduced him to it, truthfully.

He reached into his pocket, fiddling with Viyala’s pendant. Merin’s Runestone lay on the table, the weight of it almost seeming to bend the table, though Erevayn knew it was an illusion. He picked it up. Whatever closeness was lost during Merin’s death, he now felt whole again. As he sat in the silence of the crackling fire, he thought he heard a voice piercing through the pendant. Or perhaps it was Merin’s stone. Maybe it was Viyala’s voice, but whoever it was, it was calling out to him.

Come to me, Erevayn. Come to your destiny. Come to your kin.
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Hayde’s vision was returning.

Blinking had been laborious, and for the first time in nearly a week, it didn’t hurt as badly as he expected. It felt like some sort of miracle, considering he had been certain he was at death’s gates as that light shone in his eyes.

Neera’s silhouette had appeared as the angel of death to him then, but that was one of the few things Hayde recalled from that day. All he could really recollect were flashes of gore and the agony of his jaw clashing back with the rest of his skull. The ringing in his ears, too. A shame, since beating that Runeborn bastard was worth remembering.

But as that week had worn on, he started to recover. Ewilen lay in a nearby hut and had come to thank him for being there in that fight.

I don’t know if I would have survived otherwise, the Kul had said.

Hayde had said much of the same, grateful that at least half of his weapon was ready for a fight so soon after they had arrived at the village.

His eyes found the completed twinblade at his bedside. Each blade slipped into the hilt by some Cleaver technology; a locking mechanism, Ewilen had called it. Either edge sunken inside the black handle measured three or four feet in length, red and then black as those caves had been. Their waved patterns shone in the sun from the window. His new spear stood next to the blade; same measurements as his old one, with the same slip technology used on the twinblade in place.

Neera began to stir as he stood. He took a deep stretch, still feeling some tightness in his chest and the minor swelling in his face.

“You’re up,” she said. Then her eyes snapped open. “You’re up!” She rose, jumping to hug her brother. “Six days and you finally stood on your own. You’re making excellent time. Think you can handle a few days’ hike on the morrow?”

Hayde smiled and reached his arms around his sister, wincing as she clutched him.

She unclenched his sides. “Oh! I’m sorry. I got excited.”

“I will be ready. I’m going to need to stretch a bit more than I have been. But I should be ready.” He found the chair and sat.


A time later, Alevist entered. “I have something for you,” he said, in that all too formal voice.

He tossed a stone over.

Hayde caught it, holding it up to the light. “A Runestone. From the Bloünine’s blade?”

Hayde nearly tossed it, but instead gripped it tighter to his body. “Why on Maetlynd do I need this?”

“You have an Omen Mark, yes?”

Hayde’s eyes widened. It would fit perfectly into an indentation Ewilen had put in the hilt of his twinblade. He began thinking of all the Forms of Will, wondering which he would prefer. Which Neera would prefer, even.

“We’re making great progress, Erevayn and I. Oh, here—” He tossed another to Neera. “I never trained anybody through an Exile Mark before. But now that I have, perhaps we can get you both your birthrights, even though you don’t know exactly who gave them to you.”

Neera’s eyes were wide.

The stones had been their enemies for so long. Now that he held one in his hands, Hayde felt the possibility of gaining something taken from him when he was very young, something he had ensured he and his sister would never earn—especially if he betrayed Galigus. But here they were, each staring down at their very own stone.

“Thank you,” Neera said.

“I’ll meet you two over there. We leave today.”

“Son of a bitch,” Hayde thought. Then the words left his mouth.

Alevist chuckled as he let the curtain fall shut.

Neera looked at her brother, seeming to know what he was thinking. He chose to turn away.


Hayde met the group in the great hall.

Most of the discussion revolved around their journey; about who would be going.

Hulin, Kalinuo’s middle son, and Bolin, his eldest, were both tagging along. Ewilen was to stay behind and run the village while Kalinuo was away. Two others, Skif and Oltin, were also coming—gritty soldiers of the Reckoning.

“Ill is the fate of a thousand deaths,” Erevayn said, his eyes staring into the great hall’s fire pit.

Hayde tilted his head. “What does that all mean? When you Kaledar say it?” He had been curious, and as he grew more attached to the group, he finally felt it important to ask.

Alevist and Erevayn glanced at each other. Erevayn was the first to speak, seeming to get permission from his master. “It is a story they told us in Kaledar schooling. A story from the second Epoch.” He took a deep breath before reciting, “Talimonus, Stalhom’s father, was a cruel God Emperor during that time. He bore a blade and the whims of the Vines of Chaos, in fact he founded the very Form. He used his blade, emanating that energy against thousands that stood against him in Stalhom’s revolt. In one swipe, he cut down one thousand, then a thousand more, and a thousand ten times over. Each swing taking more thousands, until Stalhom used his kinship to get close. Then, the rest is history.

“It is a reminder for those of us who bear power, to restrain it. If a Runeborn gets overzealous, it is easy for one to lose control, hence the outlawing of pure Chaos all together. Ill is the fate of a thousand deaths is a humbling litany—one that keeps us from abusing our powers—for one thousand deaths means a thousand more, and ten thousand beyond. All helots to the God Emperor. Innocents. Our Will needs to be tempered, for if it isn’t, death follows with us.”


Chapter 41
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They reached the edge of the swamplands in good time.

What would have taken three days with the carried load was cut in half by the contraptions Halvayne’s men had made to overland Ilanudin’s boats. The four wheels acted as a cart would, with added positions for men to push and pull. Each cart was given a horse in addition, which Halvayne’s men now tied to a tree.

“We’ll set up camp here. Best we move when night falls,” Halvayne said, breathing heavily.

All of his men nodded in agreement as they slumped into nearby brush. Ceranna found a fallen tree of her own, sitting in a meditative posture as she faced the setting sun. Behind her lay the swamps. Dense shrubs and overgrown willows dipped into the muck. Crimson splashes and puddles lay not twenty paces from where Halvayne had decided it was best to rest.

Steyvin looked for the other two Kaledar, assessing their condition. Neither were as tired as Halvayne’s men, but they had equally expended themselves to help push the boats overland.

Bryseis stepped up to survey the swamp, Steyvin coming up beside her. The dark waters rippled, splashing with drips of mud from the shriveled shore.

“The worst kind of water,” he said. He had a moment of nostalgic loathing, thinking back on the bodies of water the Silderai were forced to become familiar with at a young age. Days in the swamps had always been the longest.

Bryseis looked at him, then Ceranna hummed upon her log. The Weaver’s head snapped to look over to the Seer, her curiosity clearly piqued.

“How has your training with her been going? Ilatu and I haven’t really asked.”

A shadow crossed her face. “It’s challenging to be sure,” she said. “But there are certainly some things more I would like to learn from her. I had never partaken in any Dawn Will, nor truthfully, Dusk. But she has experience with both. So we primarily worked on those. But I’d need to visit each of the sacred Trees to truly finish my training with them. That’s the old way—the Wells are a simple way to touch the Wills—but I don’t think my mother would approve. How Ceranna managed, I’m not sure. She seems so young.”

“Do you know how old she is?” Steyvin asked, then looked over his shoulder at the meditating seeress. He could’ve sworn one of her eyes opened, but he wasn’t sure. He was sure, however, that she now wore a sideways smile as she shifted her position on the fallen tree.

“I haven’t asked.” Bryseis took in Steyvin’s expression. “Wait, you’re smitten with her, aren’t you?”

He turned his head to hide his markings. “I—I don’t know what you mean.”

The Weaver narrowed her eyes, turning her head back to look toward the camp. “Your secret is safe with me. As long as mine is with you.”

“And what secret would that be?”

“Your brother,” she said, crossing her arms as she kicked over a patch of moss from a wet log.

Steyvin smiled, now feeling less vulnerable. Whatever magick a woman worked to make a man feel safe, Bryseis had mastered. “At some point we’re going to have to tell him. He hasn’t said anything to me, but that’s because he can be a damned fool, no matter how skilled and learned he is. The most obvious things seem to breeze over his head.”

Halvayne approached, nodding at Bryseis. She took the hint and moved back toward Ilatu, who had been helping the men set up camp.

“Your brother seems a diligent enough leader,” Halvayne said. Both Steyvin and the Hardranian turned to look back over to the men. Ilatu guided Bryseis to a spot to rest. “I told them you and I would take the first watch. A couple of dial-turns and the rest can wake while you and I sleep. Then we’ll make our way onward.”

“What about the Tear you promised?” Steyvin kept his arms crossed.

Halvayne heaved a sigh and reached into his sabretache. The chain wrapped around his waist jingled as he pulled out the gem, the stone glimmering in Halvayne’s cupped hand. Power crept from it. It bled an opulent silver-black glow between the creases of Halvayne’s large fist.

Both turned away from the watchful eyes of the two Amrinil. “I know they know,” Halvayne said, handing over the gem. “This may very well be a trap. If we make it to the other end of this swamp, we may not ever make it into those mountains. And I fear I have left my men to die on that beach.”

Steyvin kept his eyes locked on the darkened marshlands ahead. He nodded methodically, feeling the eyes of the two Kaledar peeking from under their silvered half-helms. “You send any off?”

“I gave instructions. I kept a small crew on the boat. If they catch any of the Amrinil approaching, they sail back north. They’re experienced sailors. So they’ll know not to take the Strait, where I’m sure Ilanudin has his traps set up for my ships. It’ll be a long way around, but they’ll get word to the rest of my kingdom to send their full force down on the Amrinil. Hopefully we’ll catch them by surprise at that point, and I have a few sons back there strong enough to fight for the Tears. As I have.”

“I haven’t gotten the chance to ask you what that was like. Winning the Tears.”

Both men uncrossed their arms at the same time.

“They weren’t as strong as one would think an Artisan to be. Whatever powers these gems hold, I don’t think they ever found a way to use them.”

Steyvin scoffed. “I knew you weren’t a God killer.”

“Some things, you cannot control. The names my people give are at the very top of that list. Right next to having to piss.”

“Is the water safe to travel?” Steyvin asked.

Halvayne shrugged, crossing his arms again. “It seems too large a body of water for any of the Blight to settle in. And I’d rather deal with a crocodile than that anyways.”


They had been rowing through the swamp for a turn, careful not to stir loud ripples in the dark water.

Four oars worked on each vessel. The light of the moon barely peeked through the brush overhead, reflecting off the drips of moisture that fell from the willows. A few times a boat got stuck in muck, and they churned it out with great effort while trying to maintain silence.

Whispers echoed in the mist.

The men on his boat barely acknowledged the sounds coming from the brush, but each time one echoed off the water, Steyvin’s gaze veered about. An ominous feeling of eyes unseen looking down upon him.

Steyvin’s own eyes found Ceranna, still in a meditative state—as if the boat across from him was still. She sat at the bow of the parallel craft, lighting the way ahead with a dim beam of Dusk radiating from the band around her head. One of the Kaledar sat by Ilatu’s side on the plank behind Ceranna. The man had equipped himself with a small buckler, as the boats weren’t built for their tower shields.

Bryseis shared Steyvin’s vessel with Halvayne and the other Amrinil. The man was reluctant to grab an oar when it was his turn to row. One of the Hardranians would always take it back after only moments of the poor display from the Kaledar.

It was Ilatu’s idea to split the two brothers, same as it was his idea to split the two Amrinil. If they were to encounter any attacks within the swamps, it was best to diversify their powers amongst the boats.

More whispers, before a sharp silence. Tree branches swayed in the early fall breeze and cracked leaves fell from the angry willows. Up above, worn rope bridges and reinforced circular platforms wove through the trees. It reminded him of a more rundown Kaneretta, if that were even possible. Sparkles of crimson fluttered from the illumination of dusk, both natural and magickal.

Whispers grew again, louder and more frequent. The snout of a creature beckoned from the shoreline as its head drifted out of the water, scarlet glowing lips at the front of it.

A crocodile.

Steyvin nudged Halvayne, whose eyes were front, calling cadence for the men at the oars. Eyes widening, Halvayne signaled the rowers. The oars dipped quieter in the water, causing the boat to slow. Bushes and trees rustled; ripples from ten or so paces away along the shorelines as they continued to pass.

The beast now trailed them, but it stayed far behind, hunting its prey. A ray of moonlight pierced through the foliage of one of the trees, illuminating the hard back of the massive crocodile. It must have eaten every single one of its mates over hundreds of years. Perhaps it was satiated. Perhaps it was curious. Or perhaps it was driving them onward.

Either way, Halvayne had noticed the beast. Both boats moved in parallel, the cadence only thrown off when one of the Amrinil took the initiative to grab an oar. Fortunately, with the sight of the crocodile, that stopped.

A large splash ten paces in front of the vessels. The massive ripple rocked the boats, but the darkness where the sound came from was too deep to make out any shapes. Only sharp crimson veins, sprouting at the bases of tree trunks, glowed in the shadows of those dark spaces.

Halvayne gave another signal and the men drew their weapons. Steyvin’s fingers wrapped around the treated leather of each hilt. He wielded the short in the underhand position once more, ready to call from within his Will for a shield.

Halvayne’s chain stayed wrapped around his arm, but his longblade came out, the hum of Omens piercing the air. The quiet sound echoed off the water as Halvayne dipped the blade into it, the crocodile reacting with a hiss.

The Amrinil in Steyvin’s boat stood to readjust his seat, shield ready in front of him. He squinted at something in the front of the boat before spinning around, making the boat lurch. An arrow sank into his back and he keeled over into the water. Reluctantly, Halvayne reached out to grab his body, but only caught the buckler. He threw it to Steyvin before returning his gaze to the front.

The other Amrinil nearly shouted, “Fuck.” He looked around, shield raised.

Silence lingered.

The density of the swamp seemed to grow. Crows cawed their way out of the tree line and up over the boats. The rippled splash still echoed several strides back. The snout Steyvin had seen earlier slithered closer now. It had been trailing them. The largest crocodile he had ever seen to be sure. Behind him, the giant maw of the creature chomped down on the floating Amrinil, the arrow snapping in her jaw.

She swallowed the body nearly whole and continued pressing behind them.

Halvayne called a faster pace. They went another hundred paces before the whispers came to a halt. The swamp cut into a fork, and Ilatu’s crew fell behind as they navigated the waterway. The ambient illumination of the moon disappeared—now only Ceranna lit the space.

Reflective scarlet stones gleamed from the hanging trees. They had entered a blanket of silence between the brush, nearly blocking out all the other sounds of the swamp. Behind them, the crocodile was only visible by the shining blood lining the tip of its snout and its fierce, glowing crimson eyes. In the darkness, Steyvin now saw clearly—the beast was Blighted.

One of the men began to nock an arrow before Steyvin raised his arm to stop him. The crocodile was already drawn to them. One arrow to the hide of the queen beast wouldn’t do much. They were at her mercy.

One must swim as the sands do at the bottom of the ocean. For the direction it guides you is where you must go.

As Steyvin recalled the speech his father gave before he went through his Rite of Passage, it brought him peace. He looked back to see Ilatu nod at him. Then, Steyvin felt the heat of his markings on his face, and saw Ilatu’s glowing a fierce white against his purplish gray skin.

“I don’t like this,” Steyvin whispered. “Bryseis—” Before the words left his mouth, arrows flew in.

Two, and then three, whistled through the darkness. Steyvin called on his Force, using the buckler in his off hand to shield the vulnerable Bryseis.

The other boat was also under fire. Ilatu lit the boat with a flash of Force, knocking away four more missiles.

The firing stopped, but the whispers came back, growing into muffled voices speaking a foreign tongue. A conversation. Clicking echoed, like the sound of an animal through one of the fast-approaching willows. The moping tree covered the water and high above it, there was no visibility. They would have to pass under its branches.

Steyvin sheathed his longblade. He then gripped his shortblade and launched it through the air into the willow.

A body crashed down with a squelch.

The corpse hit the hull with a deep thud, the figure clutching crimson crystals in its fists. Steyvin yanked his blade from it, grateful it stuck up as they passed. He felt the tip leave bone and drag through sinew as he generated Force to yank the weapon out.

The talking in the trees continued, louder and louder as they rowed. Steyvin’s gaze darted around the trees as more and more moon showed through the tops. Halvayne let out a foreign howl.

Steyvin whipped around to the nearby shoreline. On his left, three Haltar jumped onto the boat, one taking Steyvin with him into the water.

He felt at home, though a monster had forced its way in. And now, he had to defend it.

He struggled, still holding onto the hilt of his shortblade.

Through the slime of the water, the beast growled, showing the four edges of its mouth as it tried biting down into Steyvin’s face.

His brother’s boat passed over them. As the Haltar wrested the buckler from Steyvin’s forearm, he stabbed, the feeling vibrating up his arm. He then force-fed his blade into the chest of the beast, the cracking of bone muffled in the water as he twisted it.

There was a white glow of his Force that mixed with the red underbelly of the swamp water. Vicious blacks and pools of deep, almost crimson blood sludged into the water like oil. Steyvin could breathe fine, though the body was heavy upon him as he struggled to break free of it.

Flashes of his brother’s Will lit the water as more bodies fell into the dead swamp.

There were so many of them.

The vessels rocked with extra weight as more crashed onto the boats. As Steyvin broke free, a man from Ilatu’s boat fell into the water. Dead, the dagger in his chest glowing red. The Haltar’s weapons were covered with crimson vines; the briar from the Reckoning. But how?

Another man fell in as Steyvin had, successfully striking down his attacker and sliding more gracefully out of the way, placing his dagger into his mouth as he raced to the surface. His brother’s vessel was already twenty paces ahead.

Steyvin broke the surface, breathing in the fetid air instead of the water from the cursed swamp. Another Hardranian swam only ten paces away. Steyvin shot forward, stealing glances over his shoulder as he swam.

The crocodile’s maw chomped down on the man, silencing a scream and biting him in half. Steyvin called on the Force from his two blades to push himself through the water.

Ilatu knocked back a Haltar who he locked blades with, using his own force to slow the vessel down in the front before it collided with Halvayne’s. Steyvin caught glimpses of the fight between strokes—Ilatu kicking the monster back. Its fierce horns shaking in his brother’s face. The shortblade backhanded across the beast’s throat. Ilatu kicked it back in the water as Steyvin made it to the boat.

Steyvin hauled himself aboard, Ilatu looking him over. The two nodded at each other, but the crocodile wasn’t waiting for them to get along. It approached fast, its snout piercing through the water as it traced its prey.

Both brothers stabbed into the water the same time the crocodile’s mouth opened—six paces top to bottom. Blood and muck dripped from each of its rows of teeth, splattering and drenching the back of the vessel. The two brothers’ Runestones lit up, forcing the boat’s movement forward, and the crocodile bit down early.

They narrowly avoided the vessel in front of them, already down another two men. Halvayne fended off two more of the monsters from Bryseis, the Amrinil assisting—he must have hopped boats during another collision. Halvayne’s blade hummed with the black smoke of the Omen Will, striking with a fierceness against the briared crimson metal. Bryseis called vines from her wrist to beat off skewed, harsh strikes from the massive creatures towering over her.

A shoreline fast approached, and Steyvin saw an opportunity, leaping from the reeling boat to a patch of land.

He raced ahead, toward another fork in the swamp. The warmth in Steyvin’s face grew to a searing heat. More Haltars poured out from the willows. Steyvin fended the first one off, hardly slowing his stride to stab at the stomach and force the creature back into the pitch black of the brush. A second one crashed into him, nearly knocking him back into Ilatu’s boat, which trailed the running Kaledar.

Steyvin riposted, cutting at its arm. Then he charged the off-balance beast, carrying it with him as he shoved against it, thrashing his longblade into the dirt behind him using Force Will. A sharp crimson vein lay ahead. Fortunately, right in Steyvin’s path. He slammed the Haltar down, impaling it, and it died with a primal bellow, its calcified crimson stone cracking at its shoulder. Steyvin sprinted to catch up to the other boat.

As Steyvin leapt from the shore, he landed on his original vessel, kicking off two of the many Haltars that had stormed it. Their reduced group fought off the other three in short order, Steyvin cutting one from shoulder to hip. Bryseis used her bracers to knock off the last Haltar with a trailing willow branch, earning a respite.

The crocodile still trailed Ilatu’s vessel. Only five remained aboard. Ceranna muttered, eyes shuttering. The crocodile seemed to slow as her words grew louder. She remained unfazed in her meditative state, commanding in her savage tongue.

Ahead, a willow tree grew over a bar of land. At a higher water level, it would certainly be flooded over, but now their vessel was about to be stuck. Behind him, Ilatu’s boat veered off onto the other fork, out of sight.

Steyvin jumped out as their boat crashed into the islet. “We have to get it over to the water,” he said, pointing across the surface layer of land. Ten paces. They’d have to carry it ten paces. But only four of that vessel’s crew remained—Halvayne, Bryseis, the Amrinil, and Steyvin himself.

“We can’t. We have to leave it,” Halvayne said. Another Haltar came from the dark brush to his left, chopping down at him. He parried the strike, forcing the beast eye to eye with him in a blade lock, the Omen Will doing nothing to penetrate the crimson steel of the enemy’s weapon. Black sludge poured from the Haltar’s mouth after Halvayne chopped into its right shoulder, avoiding its bone armor that shone red through the moonlight. The beast folded over as Halvayne pulled the sword from the coarse skin.

The Amrinil helped Bryseis out of the boat, but she wasn’t able to make it in time.

“Watch out!” Steyvin screamed. The crocodile chomped down behind her, splintering the wood of the vessel. The boat tipped and she fell off the bow. Halvayne caught her, keeping her upright, but the Amrinil man wasn’t as lucky. One of his feet got caught in the queen’s first chomp. The second one went shortly after. The Kaledar’s buckler slipped off his hand into Bryseis’ as she was flung from the boat, and so she handed it to Steyvin as they turned to watch, backing away from the debris.

The man’s screams echoed and then stilled, his chest collapsing under the power of her bite. She stood, shaking away the shattered remnants of the boat. The man’s upper torso and one of his arms went flying clean off to the shoreline. The queen crocodile faced the rest of the group. They turned to run.

The piece of land had dense brush, but Ilatu’s Will flashed through it. Steyvin led the way toward the other vessel before it got too far away, while it still skirted the land. He shoved Bryseis in front of him, harnessing his stone on his shortblade to thrust her forward. She let out an uncontrollable yelp as she tore through the brush and over the water. She fell right into Ilatu’s boat. Steyvin and Halvayne both leapt into the vessel next, barely clearing enough space to not land on each other. Ilatu was sweating, the black sludge dripping from his blade showing tints of a crimson glow. The boat rocked in the wake of their leap before steadying.

Ceranna and two other Hardranians were still aboard, as well as the corpses of two Haltars and one of Halvayne’s men. The corpse of the Hardranian started to quiver. The head knocked sideways as the cut under his chin crusted over with shimmering crimson blight. Steyvin threw him overboard before he turned. He had heard too many stories when he was a child to want to see it firsthand.

Both the massive Haltar bodies were next. Their figures were almost entirely embellished with crimson jewelry. The weapons in the hull of the ship also glowed crimson. They shimmered in Ceranna’s holding light, waves of blackened steel clashed with the glowing red; fine pieces of weaponry, and wrapped in briar still. Steyvin thought it best to keep them there for exploration later.

Halvayne brandished one of them, his eyes widening as he looked at the briars. “Fuck,” he said.

The queen crocodile bellowed from the shore.

Her massive tail slammed into the mud behind her. One of the Haltar now stood on top of her, wearing crimson beads attached at the end of all three of its horns. A barely visible cross marking was etched into the Haltar’s chest beneath the beads and other jewelry. He held the reins of the queen crocodile with a cord running from the base of her jaw. He was bigger than the rest yet was still dwarfed by the crocodile he was on top of.

He was garbed in the crimson stone, wearing it all about him as he stood on the beast. It still held its glow. A long loincloth covered his waist, as with most of the other Haltars. It was hard to believe this was another Haltrishari lineage. Savages and brutes, hideous compared to their counterparts. His thin hair fell over his eyes, their crimson pupils glaring at Steyvin. The Haltar screeched to the crocodile’s moaning growl, his dense muscular figure pulsating with fury.

It felt like those remaining in the boat were being sized up by this creature and fifteen—no, twenty—more slithered out of the dark brush of the many willow trees.

“Why are they stopping?” Bryseis asked, breathless from her sprint.

“I have no idea,” Halvayne said, panting.

A loud crash—miles away—above them in the mountains. A concussive, alien banging sound. Stone and water. Wood and fire.

What was that? Steyvin thought, as he assessed the crew. Not many survived; one of Halvayne’s men and the other four Runemarked.

A rumbling echoed within the waters beneath them, reverberating from the concussive blast. Steyvin glanced at his brother, crouched in a defensive stance; he was ready for the next fight. Steyvin’s eyes widened as he saw a mark in Ilatu’s armor.

Impossible.

Ilatu had an open wound through his Woven leather. Usually, it was enough to knock away blows from normal steel. Whatever struck him had to be magickal in some way. But how? The briars? Ilatu saw his brother’s eyes and followed them to his wound. He carefully pulled briars from the armor as blood started to drip down his waistline, Steyvin catching him in his arms in the hull of the boat. Halvayne and his man continued to row, creating more distance from the beasts. Bryseis picked up an oar as well.

“Let me see the wound,” Steyvin said, his voice shaky with the aftermath of battle.

Ilatu moved his hand out of the way. He was beginning to loosen up in Steyvin’s arms, likely from the blood loss and the crash of adrenaline. He shook, but not in pain, nor in fear. The Kaledar faced fear like any other adept of the Nine Runes.

“It’ll be fine, just close it up,” Ilatu said.

“The briars,” Halvayne said, shaking his head. “They have the Blight.”

Steyvin held his right hand on the gaping cut, small bits of crimson shards and briars, moving like insects, laced within it. His face stilled. What do I do?

“Bryseis,” he said, clamoring to grasp at words. “I need you to look at this.” He pulled his hand away, making sure none of the briars cut him.

Halvayne grabbed her oar, pulling the boat faster and harder through the water. Ilatu looked down at the open wound, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing brother, just—hold on.”

Bryseis moved Steyvin’s hand aside—he was channeling through the blade in his off hand, beginning to close the wound. Bryseis’ eyes widened as she saw it. The crimson gush in the slits of the wound showed through the blood. “It—can’t be.”

Tears mixed with the sweat and blood running down from his forehead. Ilatu closed his eyes, taking in a heavy breath through his nose. He clenched tightly at his jaw. “Close it anyway,” he snapped.

“We can’t. There’s no way. Bryseis,” Steyvin pleaded to her. “Do something. Witch! Use your Dawn Will. Do something!”

Ceranna was coming out of her meditative state. Her eyes widened and she jumped from the bow of the ship. Her hands shook from the expenditure of Will. “There is nothing,” she said, shaking her head. The wound closed faster, the insect-like specks burning through the Dawn as they turned to instant ash in the base of the boat. The cold depths of her heart had echoed in her voice. She then returned to a peaceful state, moving back to the bow. Clearly, she was better at holding herself together than Steyvin.

He looked back to Bryseis, tears filling her eyes. She shook her head. Steyvin kept his hand on the wound, closing it to stop the bleeding. The emanating hum of his Will coursed through him and onto Ilatu’s skin. The markings on Ilatu’s face started to glow, though now they shared a pinkish tint.

“You need to kill me.” Ilatu’s jaw clenched tighter. It seemed in frustration. Like it was inconvenient for him to die in front of his brother. Steyvin gave him a blank stare, a tear falling into the hull. “Ah fuck, Steyvin. We knew it’d be one of us some day.”

Chills rushed through him. He reached for his brother’s hand and their mother’s silver wristband.

“You need to stab my skull, or cut my brain or—” Ilatu continued, needing to take a breath. “Don’t let me come back mad. It’s too risky to let me fight through it.” Tears now welled in his eyes too. “I can’t do it to myself… to you. Fuck—please.”

He could fight it. They could go back to the black sands, back to the city under the water. They could have him fight the madness in isolation. But even then, he could end up mad the rest of his life, a carnivore, only hungry for the blood and flesh of his own.

“I love you,” Ilatu said. He grabbed his brother’s hand, breath rough and heavy.

“I can’t—I can’t do it.”

“You have to.” Ilatu cleared his throat, closing his eyes as a scarlet tear fell. The shaking worsened. Ilatu forced himself to kneel behind Ceranna.

Silence then, Ilatu keeling over in pain. He held his forehead to Steyvin’s, who was too distracted to hear the mumbling whispers of the mantra his brother sang. The wound closed, but inside, his body responded to the curse. Steyvin gripped his shortblade. “I won’t,” he said. “I—why? Why could it not be me?”

Ilatu smiled, looking over his shoulder. He nodded. “I love you,” he said once more, his gaze locking to his brother’s.

Steyvin spun, but not quick enough.

Halvayne threw Steyvin. “No!” he screamed, staring at the floor of the boat. The sound of his curved blade splitting into his brother’s skull echoed out into the dark morning.

Wings fluttered through the swamp. An opening ahead where a bright splinter of moonlight glimmered.

The crows cawed once more as Halvayne gently lay Ilatu Warmwater down, covering his head with a hemp sack that lay moist in the front of the boat.

Steyvin looked down at the wristband he still gripped. He couldn’t recover his breath as Bryseis held him tight.
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Halvayne pulled fiercely at his oar.

His tears fell freely and he felt his face twitch with the pain of that old scar. But he didn’t turn around to watch Steyvin cry. Halvayne couldn’t bring himself to wipe his own tears away.

The water rippled as they accelerated through the dark swamp.

Shrinale had trusted Halvayne to watch over the boys—for their future was spoken to Halvayne by the Gods. Ilatu couldn’t live if he was infected with an Outer Will, for he would be too powerful a weapon for it.

Nobody knew why their attackers had stopped. Halvayne didn’t care. The weight of his choice was a burden for another day, as they all had been before. So he kept rowing.


Chapter 42
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Telvath stepped into Salasmir’s chambers, shutting the door behind him.

Salasmir finished cinching his leather belt around his waist. “Are you prepared for the Unity Council?”

“I am,” Telvath said. He leaned on the balcony parapet. “I’m sorry I didn’t confide in you before we sat down with Stalhom.”

Salasmir’s eyebrows rose. He turned to see his friend’s gold-on-gold eyes peering directly into his.

“We had so much going on, and it seemed an appropriate time. But as my Hand, I should have trusted you to do the same. And so I am sorry. I know how much weight you bear for the both of us. And I want you to know that I am grateful. So very grateful.” Telvath strode over, placing his palms on Salasmir’s shoulders. Of all the burdens he bore, the King’s gratitude felt the heaviest.

“I—I’m at a loss for words.”

“Nonsense, Salasmir. There’s no need to say anything.” The King stepped back.

“Are we to walk to the venue together then?”

“Who else would I rather walk with than a good friend? Come, let us get Ilteria and Viyala and we shall make our way there.”


They passed the Consulars in the halls, who dutifully bowed and greeted their King and his court.

Salasmir’s wife, Pendaira, came out of her room as they strode by.

She’d arrived the night before. Salasmir had gone to see her and they’d made love, before he’d claimed preparation for the council as a means to cut their time together short. He enjoyed the reconciliation of it all. But she felt different to him. The space between them had grown and she had been silent most of the evening. Perhaps she knew what it was he wanted. Perhaps she had already heard how his power within the court grew. Maybe Telvath himself had spoken of Salasmir’s choices along the road.

Now, Salasmir gripped her hands and gave her a kiss.

“After this? We can talk?” she said under her breath. She looked at Ilteria, who greeted Pertelian, Kythos’ son.

“Of course, darling. Once this is done, I will have the time.” He gave her one last kiss before turning to go.

“I love you,” Pendaira said.

Salasmir reassured his wife of the same and rejoined the party. His eyes found Ilteria. She didn’t look at him.

In the meeting room, the great Runestone table glowed with a dim radiance. Stalhom stood at the head as everyone filed in.

Talanis and the rest of the Taldrean Consular representatives sat on one side of the table, including Viyala in lieu of her father. Pertelian sat by her side, his own Weaver behind him as was the tradition.

On the other side of the table, the Uldonai Consular, Oulairn, sat with her Weaver behind her. She’d warmly greeted Ilteria in the hall outside.

The Haltrishari leader, towering and wide, clad in ceremonial armor, sat beside her. Grobudin was known for his fierce combat experience, similar to Talanis in his youth. The two exchanged looks of mutual discomfort in such a fine court, sitting at the massive table together once again.

Then of course, came Shrinale. He had a different Weaver with him than when they had seen each other last. The Silderai sat comfortably down, sliding his chair into place with his hands upon the table, his eyes briefly closing in prayer.

“Welcome, one and all,” Stalhom said, as Salasmir, Telvath, and Ilteria found their place by the head of the table behind him. “It is so nice to see everybody after another year. And this one has felt challenging in quite a few different ways, wouldn’t you say?”

A few armored Daerikal finished clearing the space and exited, closing the doors behind them. The waves broke peacefully against the rocks well below. Everyone was bundled up to resist the cooling weather.

“Now, let me fill you in on our King’s findings. And then, I shall share some revelations I have had of my own as of late.”

Telvath glanced at Salasmir in confusion and he shook his head, feigning ignorance at the Artisan’s announcement. Surely Stalhom would tell everyone of Duliath’s blade, and perhaps mention the Tears. But the focus of the meeting was more than likely going to be on the war between the Stained and the rest of Taldreas.

“Our good Consular Kythos is in need of our help on the shores to the east. Consular Ilanudin aids him north of Oberran, but I am unsure of the power of such a force against the mass that is the Stained. And so before leaving today, I will ask each and every one of you to spare a Kaledar General or two. They should sail east with a battalion at a minimum to assist our good Consulars. The man has declared himself a King, and in some circles, I am hearing he has deemed himself a God, and may have amassed quite the military force in the last twenty years. Having gone unchecked.”

What? He had mentioned a war against the Gods, but it seemed there were things even the Last Artisan kept close at hand. Or perhaps he had just learned of this.

“Our King, on his long and hard road here with the Hand, lost a Weaver after leaving the Amrinil Coast. And so, let me introduce you all to Ilteria.” The Artisan turned, beckoning her to stand. She bowed. “She has been full of insight for our King and Hand and has helped keep them safe from the Blight during their trip.” Stalhom turned to look at Pertelian.

The man’s youth was becoming of him. His fierce jaw stood out, and his green-on-green eyes conveying a wisdom and exuberance that Kythos had lost. “I would be remiss if we didn’t take a moment for your sister, Scillia. For her name shall ring in the sands and waters of time. Her ambitions weren’t hidden from this court. So we shall be sure to do her justice in our lives as she would have wished.”

Pertelian bowed his head in thanks, though his eyes remained stern. Salasmir noticed a twinge of jealousy toward the man, but this was the feeling of facing youth with age. He had no son to experience it with his own blood.

Stalhom’s eyes returned to gaze over the rest of the table after a moment of silence. “The road here was treacherous, the King has told me. And if I were to not tell you all here and now what he saw, then I would be dooming every one of us.”

Those around the Runestone table whispered to one another, wondering for what felt like an eternity about what Salasmir had already known. Why that felt good, he couldn’t admit.

Kent.

“Our King saw Vilegaur on the road here,” Stalhom continued, “and so, the powers of the Tears in our mountains and waters fade. The forces of Mercy will be upon us again. An alliance with them may be in order, if we were to find any free-thinking minds we could organize with.” Stalhom was risking quite a bit by mentioning such an alliance amongst the Consulars. Most had fought against the Vilegaur firsthand, as Salasmir had. “It is no coincidence that the Stained, Galigus, feels he can take us on. For that force, if it were to come to bear, could overwhelm the lot of us, throwing us into a disorganized spiral. So—”

The giant doors flew open, a few men trailing behind a hooded figure—the same man from Stalhom’s meeting chambers. Salasmir recognized something else familiar about him, and as the man tilted his head up, Salasmir saw his red-on-red eyes. A twinge of chill rose up his spine, and the air in the small amphitheater felt heavier.

The shadowy figure dragged a beaten, broken man.

“And what is this?” the Artisan said.

A hard raspy voice emanated from the hood. “Found him trying to escape on a boat this morning. The assassin who tried killing Duchess Viyala.” The man bowed his head, acknowledging the rest of the Consulars around the table. “Pardon my interruption,” he threw the man on the ground before the Artisan, “but our Lord Artisan demanded I bring him this man immediately if I found him.”

Stalhom tilted his chin up, one arm rising as if holding the world in his hands. “So—this is our assassin.”

The prisoner had old injuries. If there had been an effort to make it seem as if the wounds were fresher, the hooded man had done a poor job. Blood was caked upon his face, scars fading and wounds closing.

The members of the table shuffled in their seats.

As the shadowy figure came closer, radiance rippled from the weapon wrapped over his shoulder. It called out to Salasmir.

The hooded man and the Artisan held a whispered conference before the man backed away. He nodded, revealing his snout-like nose and red-tinted skin marred with patches of scales that shone in the light of the day’s sun. He pressed the weapon, still wrapped, onto the Runestone table.

“An unwelcome revelation. But you bring us two gifts in the light of our Council. So I thank you.” Stalhom waved and the guards at the door ran over. He then turned to Telvath, pointed, and said, “Seize him.”

Those at the table gasped.

“Thank you, Harglon. It’s important we all see this man for who he truly is,” Stalhom said. He shifted to address the Runestone table. “And may I reintroduce another former enemy of the Unity, now friend—Harglon.”

Whispers at the table grew louder, the name invoking a mixed reaction. Reluctance hung in the air.

Stalhom seemed to recognize it. He pointed at Harglon. “He has done most of his work in the shadows. He cast aside his Outer God, working endlessly these years to help maintain peace on Maetlynd. Thank you once again, Harglon, for your service.”

Harglon bowed, his red-on-red eyes sweeping around the space. His red-hued skin was mottled with scars, the man’s forearms showing under his half rolled up sleeves.

Telvath struggled as guards locked his hands in iron chains. “What is this, Stalhom? This can’t be right.”

Stalhom sighed, then shook his head.

Salasmir stood, looking between his old friend and the Last Artisan. Telvath still struggled, scowling, his breath heavy.

“Making friends of enemies shall be the theme of the Unity’s future, if it means creating a thriving, truly unified Maetlynd.” The Artisan looked up to the sky above, seeming to probe for answers. He then closed his eyes, squeezing the bridge of his nose as he let out a hardened sigh, his jaw clenched.

Silence fell over the hall. Then, over the sounds of Telvath’s struggle, Stalhom said, “Go on, prisoner. Tell us who sent you to kill our Viyala.”

The prisoner shook, looking back behind the Artisan; Salasmir couldn’t make out who his gaze caught, but then he looked back to the table. His hand rose slowly, trembling—finding the High King.

Those at the table started talking amongst each other now.

“Silence!” Stalhom bellowed.

Telvath’s eyes darted around the table. “What? Me?” he pleaded. “Why in Maetlynd would I want to kill Viyala?”

The room swayed beneath Salasmir. His friend? Killing his pupil? He had been distant recently, but this? This was far too out of the ordinary. But perhaps that was the way with Kings. Perhaps that was what changed in them; they became better at keeping things from those who matter the most.

“Silence,” the Artisan said, his lips curling in disgust. “I am not all-knowing and I wish the powers given to me were given with the ability to see all. But all I can see—Telvath—is the death of your concubine. Your disdain of the Stag house since the Witesands has been well documented by your own Stalwart.”

Telvath shook his head. Tears welled in his eyes at the memory of the Weaver. Salasmir saw. Salasmir was there. He remembered the pain his friend felt.

“I did not. I let that go. I only—”

“You were the most critical of Ilanudin as he rose as Consular—as any King should, and can be—but now, you hold the sins of our Hardranian foe against a daughter of Unity. This is unacceptable.” Stalhom looked at the prisoner. “Take him away.”

It was only then that Salasmir placed Harglon’s name. That warrior who had brought in the blade and the prisoner.

Harglon.

One of the Bloünine. One of those said to have run, as all the rest. But more than that, he had led the rebellion that bled into the Reckoning. A force of followers who rose against the Old Republic.

Stalhom shook his head and looked to Viyala. “I had suspicions of our King since your father took the Consularship in Amrine, and I am so dearly sorry I have not spoken of it since. But your tutelage under Salasmir needed to remain untainted by my suspicions. And now the death of a concubine has caused a man to act emotionally. I suppose it wouldn’t be the first time in history.”

“Why now?” Telvath screamed, as he was pulled out of the amphitheater, turning and fighting with all the vigor that remained in him. He nearly forced two of the Artisan’s guards to the floor; former Drogunine of the Artisan’s own order. “Why would I send an assassin now?”

“I think after some questioning, you’ll be able to answer that for us,” Stalhom said. “Now get him out of my sight.”

And then the High King was dragged away. Salasmir’s eyes were wide, still looking over the shoulder of the Artisan. Harglon stepped off to the side now, head bowed as if to hide his face. But his name had been spoken, and it echoed through the room. In fact, Shrinale had looked over his shoulder to see Harglon, as if it was someone he was expecting. Something didn’t feel right. Why would Telvath try to kill Viyala? And here? Only days before the Unity meeting?

It was her first meeting, yes. But so many other times along the road he could have hired somebody more skilled to kill her.

Stalhom looked down at the beaten assassin, still panting as his blood dripped onto the stone floor. “And you sir, mayhap you can tell us why he chose now.”

The man shook his head, slowly, but the effort seemed to tire him out. Harglon stepped up, kicking him in his ribs. Blood spattered along the edge of the Runestone table and Shrinale. The Silderai raised the edge of his robe, wiping the blood from his chin.

The beaten man struggled to kneel before the Artisan. “He—he said he needed someone…” He hesitated, struggling to find air. “Someone who could escape your extradition.”

“Ah. So you come from the lawless southern Isles. I have been meaning to rid that place of those Omen Riders. I just hadn’t decided to waste our scarce resources. And so, your isles will be the first of many things we scourge from our sacred lands.” The Last Artisan smiled.

He then turned to the rest of the group as the prisoner’s eyes grew wide. “Do you see the state in which your King has left our lands? Prioritizing squabbles and wanting to slay daughters. Such as those bastard Hardranians did your sister?” His eyes went to Pertelian. The Artisan shook his head vigorously now, growing in anger.

Salasmir turned to Ilteria for the first time, seeing her slack mouth and quivering eyebrows. Her gaze remained locked on the prisoner, who Harglon now dragged from the room.

“Keep the doors open, would you?” Stalhom said. “This is the Maetlynd you now all inherit. And with ourselves going to war with the Stained, and their rumored attempt to destroy us for the sake of power, I deem it is time for a change. The time of Artisans ended when I lost all of my kin. But now, with the power of Tears, we have been given new hope.”

“All of the Tears were lost,” Grobudin said. He stood now, as did most of the rest of those at the edges of the Runestone table. “Haltra’s was lost. The Trusted hid it far too well in our lands. Areas still protected by Haltars we dare not bargain with.”

Pertelian stood now. “My sister had Ossilith’s around her neck. We can use it with your will, Lord Artisan. For we have learned only you and your kin can bestow the great powers.”

“And how would you know that?” Shrinale asked, his eyebrows raised at the young Duke.

Pertelian smiled. “I have spent time in Kaneretta. I have wandered the Anvian shores and studied all there is to be known about Artisans. After I found my sister had a faux stone, I did what my father wouldn’t. Instead of fine jewelry, I knew what was bound to her neck to be one of the Tears. So I went hunting for more, and in doing so, I came across one of the lost Books of Kytis.”

The table rustled with whispers now. The Books of Kytis. Thought to be lost to time—gone even before the Epoch of Artisans. The sacred knowledge in that book held secrets said to be known only to the Gods. Them, and their creations, the Artisans. The texts held ways to speak with those of Mercy, as the Artisans once did. Before the Red Clouds separated the two lands. Before the official exile of the Artisans began.

Salasmir stood now. “Silence. Stop making fools of yourselves,” he said. He stepped forward, pointing to the rest of the table. “Sit.”

They obeyed, Pertelian and Shrinale the last to do so. Pertelian’s reluctance was noted, but it mattered not—he had found a knowledge so vast only one other man at the table knew it.

“Thank you, Salasmir,” Stalhom said, turning to Pertelian. “Do you have the book in your possession?”

Pertelian nodded. “I do.”

“Good, then. I will need it from you.” Stalhom looked around the table. “There will be some changes. All you Consulars took an Omen Mark, to bear true to your word to put aside squabbles over power and lands. I ask you now, to undergo the pain of it once more as we remove those Marks. I will give you back your powers to once again strike against an enemy that seeks to divide us.”

Everyone stayed silent. Tension crackled through the room. Salasmir couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Envy rose within him once more. But he faced it, and killed it as he had so many times before. He was a far better warrior than any of the others at the table, with the exception of Grobudin—and perhaps Talanis. And that, he could live with.

“In doing so, you will have to rally behind me. But only if you deem it the best course forward.”

“You should be our King!” Oulairn said. It was the first time she spoke up, and she spoke loudly.

There was a chorus of ayes. Shrinale kept his the quietest. And Viyala, though only because the others were so vehement in their approval.

“If I may be frank,” Salasmir said, stepping forward once more. “If I have the freedom to speak?”

Stalhom nodded, stepping back and sitting down.

“Your father deemed himself a God Emperor. At a time when such a thing was a curse to our lands. He dabbled in slavery, torched his own lands and people, forcing his own son to bring him down as the great enemy of Maetlynd he was. A single swipe that could slay a thousand, yet the God Emperor himself bowed before our Last Artisan to give his Tear away.”

Ayes rang once more. Salasmir knew the younger representatives at the table had a limited knowledge of the story. As did he, relative to the man who had lived it.

“What if we could follow a God Emperor now? But one who leads the way you have, all these years of Unity, as the Last Artisan.” Salasmir opened his hands to Stalhom before addressing the rest of the table. “He says we are to fight against the Gods. The very ones who bestowed upon him the great power he has held Epoch after Epoch. Why shouldn’t we follow a God? Why shouldn’t we designate ourselves an empire? And strike fear into the Merciani, bringing them to heel for us against the Stained who have always scorned us!”

The Consulars all talked at once. Shrinale took in a deep breath, but whatever words rose within him, he batted down.

“What say you all?” Grobudin stood up, slamming his flat hand down on the Runestone table. The loud clap resonated. “I say The Last Artisan shall be no more. Instead, we shall have a God Emperor!”

Everyone cheered, even Shrinale. But Salasmir suspected him to be playing along.

“It is settled then. I accept the title you all deem fit.” Those around the table quieted, and Salasmir took his seat behind the God Emperor. “Though you must know, instead of reluctance, I shall accept it with pride. And I shall outdo my father, for he was an evil man. We will wipe the Stained from our lands if we must. Peace seems far too boring for them. We shall take the Merciani foe, and we shall show them the vigor of our people if they do not submit. They think we are weak, yet they use magicks to keep their lands to themselves. No cartographer has ever explored that far continent. I say—after we rid Maetlynd of their stink—then we take our forces there!”

And for the first time everybody cheered. Even Shrinale’s was genuine. Whatever hatred he harbored for what the Blight did to his wife, he now released in a fierce shout. The excitement of a new journey, new lands rich with resources that could help them.

“Those Books of Kytis may hold some secrets you couldn’t decipher. Secrets that may give us the key to break through the barrier to the north. Salasmir and I will work on it day and night until we find the solution to our problems. In the meantime, you must all get your warriors ready. For the war against the Stained foe is upon us.” The cheering died out as everyone began to slide their chairs back. “Hold,” Stalhom said. Everyone stopped.

“There is one more matter at hand. An example of what is to come once we get our hands on the Tears of the very Martyrs who gave their all to save our lands and our people. One of the Trusted that you would know, Oulairn—Duliath.” Stalhom reached down to the white covering on the Runestone table. He unwrapped a greatblade from it, brandishing it so it glimmered in the light of the sun. “Duliath’s Bane.”

Every jaw at the table dropped.

The Runestone in the center of the cross guard radiated like a thunderstorm of black and gold. The engravings along the blade itself showed the lost art of the Cleavers of many years ago.

The steel glowed a bright silver-white. Symbols of ivy and crimson roses showed when the glare faded. And it called out to Salasmir. Almost as if it had a voice of its own.

Stalhom turned to the old Hand. “Kneel.”

Salasmir looked up, wide-eyed and trembling. He hesitated.

Stalhom looked back at the others. “Let this be an example to all of you, of what is to come when we gain more Tears. There is no better man or warrior suited to learn under my tutelage. And you all have earned that right as well, I will admit. Some more than others.” He bowed his head toward the Anvian side of the table. “There will be Artisanship in this for those who represent their people well. And as one of the only remaining highborn Aranari worth a damn, let us bestow Salasmir and house Paledine with the highest honor, before we take on our new enemy.”

Salasmir knelt now, his knee dipping to the stone floor. It fell in a puddle of blood left by the prisoner.

“Salasmir, you shall take this responsibility with the same pain we all had at the beginning. You shall take this pain as no other in this room has felt, besides myself. It is great power, and let the pain be a reminder of the weight that you bear in accepting this power.” Stalhom held the flat of the blade over Salasmir’s right shoulder. He cleared his throat and Salasmir looked to the God Emperor. “Do you accept this power? Do you accept this pain?”

Salasmir said what he knew to be the right answer: “I accept this power. I accept this pain.”

The weight of the blade rose, and Stalhom turned it to the sharp edge. The blade radiated with a stagnant white glow.

It burned. It seared. It cut.

Stalhom slashed at Salasmir’s shoulder, opening a wound that immediately closed from the branding. He moved it to the other shoulder.

“Do you accept this power, do you accept this pain?”

He wanted to see the faces of the others at the table—how much envy they must hold.

“I accept this power, I accept this pain.”

The flat turned again; burning, searing, cutting. He clenched his eyes shut, something growing within him. It pulsed down the center of his back, down to his legs and toes.

“Stand,” Stalhom said, his voice sure.

Salasmir stood, feeling taller as he did so. He stood eye to eye with the God Emperor now. He caught Ilteria’s expression for a few heartbeats—her eyes were as wide as his own must be.

“This next part is only due to the blade. Duliath tried it himself, yet because he was only one of the Trusted—not given the powers by an Artisan—he died.” Stalhom hesitated once more, the blade held out in his hand as if it were a twig on a tree. The tip of it touched Salasmir’s chest.

“Do you trust me, Lord Salasmir?”

Salasmir nodded.

“Do you accept this power? Do you accept this pain?”

“I accept this power, I accept this pain.”

Stalhom took in a deep breath, the blade radiating once more as he drove it through the center of Salasmir’s chest. He felt the blade enter his heart, leave it, and hit his spine. Stalhom twisted the sword and Salasmir ripped open the rest of his shirt, his eyes rising to the sky. Such a pain he had never felt. Such a power, he had never felt.

The blade pulled out and his heart pounded. Stalhom slammed the Runestone of the blade on the open wound, searing it once more. Trickles of blood dried. Salasmir trembled, still holding the edges of his tunic with both hands. His whole body shook, then became numb with the pain. He wanted to lie down. But he had accepted the power, accepted the pain. There was no lying down—not anymore. Not as the same Salasmir he once was.

It seared for what felt like an epoch, but then, Stalhom removed the hilt from Salasmir’s chest. As the God Emperor stepped away, Salasmir fell to his knees, allowing himself a moment. He took in a deep breath, happy to be breathing still, happy to feel his heart pumping. It felt different now. It felt as if something hard had grown within him. Something that hadn’t been there before.

“Stand,” Stalhom said.

Salasmir didn’t care about the eyes at the rest of the table, not anymore. So he stood, his eyes locked on Stalhom. On the God Emperor.

“Do you accept this power, do you accept this pain?”

“I accept this power, I accept this pain.”

Stalhom lifted the blade horizontally in both hands, and knelt before him. “Then you accept this pain.”

As Stalhom’s head was bowed before him, Salasmir reached down to grab the hilt of the blade. Lighter than he’d imagined, but still, heavier than anything he had ever carried.

He picked up the blade. He picked up the power. He picked up the pain.


Chapter 43
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Alevist didn’t like leaving Vego behind, but he was given no choice.

Kalinuo, who would lead them to Baudin’s Gate, emphasized to Alevist the horses couldn’t make the trip—regardless of their mountain bred lineage. Alevist recalled his first trip to the Gate, and how he and his companions, the Ghosts, had needed to travel on foot through narrow passages.

As they said their proper goodbyes, Ewilen assured them he’d care for their horses. So Hayde and Alevist agreed it was best for them to stay. They were horses of the mountains, after all.


Descending through the various passages driving north, it grew warmer.

A steep heat clashed with the cool breezes of the mountain air, and they needn’t have wrapped up as they had. But with the fine job Ungretta had made of the tabards, Alevist didn’t want to take his off.

Erevayn and Alevist were each given a blackened garb, emblazoned with an emblem of inverse wings spread behind a silver eye. A golden lightning bolt lay where the pupil should be.

With some of the extra metals from the Bloünine’s blade, Ewilen was able to put together a single pair of pauldrons that he split between the two Aranari. Alevist got the right pauldron, and Erevayn the left. A white light shone at the edges of the blackened runic plate, laced through with cracks of crimson rock.

Each received a baldric, and the hard vials of floating softstone in their blades were replenished. Erevayn had forgotten the feeling of his sword’s vial locking his blade into the leather baldric; he was fascinated when pulling the blade from behind his back with ease. Alevist felt the same, having missed a properly Woven baldric.

Ungretta almost insisted on more patchwork to Alevist’s cloak, but he stubbornly refused, not letting her get her hands on it. And it was for the best, for the memory of his son couldn’t be tainted by another’s hand.

He wrapped his cloak over himself as the group made camp for the first night.

Valdus tended to the fire. Skif and Oltin helped find wood, which became more abundant the further they moved down and north.

Once the fire was lit, everyone gathered. Around them, the leaves on the trees glowed orange, clashing with their own fading purples and silvers. Valdus was the last to sit. As a kettle warmed water over the flame, Valdus and Bolin dropped in herbs they had found, along with tea leaves they had packed.

“Tomorrow, we will reach the gate of one of your great dragons, yes?” Valdus asked. The steaming mug in Valdus’ hands warmed Alevist up to the idea of drinking it himself.

“Aye, but he is no longer with us.”

“We heard your name, dragon slayer. We know it was you who killed him,” Valdus said.

Alevist smiled into his cup, the hot liquid nearly burning his top lip. “Why don’t you tell us more of Mercy?”

“Ah, yes. Mercy is how you call it.” Valdus adjusted the hammer at his side, the base leaning against the side of his leg.

The man’s voice permeated the evening air as he spoke of how Dominus Bruud came to power; then Valdus’s own exile. The dragons’ reign in the northeastern lands, and how they mostly kept to themselves, shrouded in their own mystery.

“And when did you arrive here?” Erevayn asked.

“I was given a small boat and managed to sail south under the great crimson skies, landing in Hardrada. I met a man by the name of Castus when I arrived. This man welcomed me, seeing me as a sort of deity. I explained to him where I came from, showed him my books, and he introduced me to an Artisan by the name of Feyrir. She was a great warrior, an open-minded woman who knew of my people. She said she had been there at the planting of your Dawn Tree. She was a true daughter of the two Gods, granddaughter of the All Will.” Valdus bowed his head and sighed, his eyes growing soft.

“It was a thousand years before Dominus’ forces followed behind me. I lived among the Hardranians for a time. Until I was forced into the southern lands where Merin welcomed me and I helped his people fight. I told him of Merciani strategies, and he gave me a home during what your people called the Reckoning. I was nothing but full of pride when I met Kalinuo and Ewilen, seeing fully grown men endure the madness. It was truly glorious.”

Kalinuo sipped from his cup, smiling widely. He looked to his children, and it clicked for Alevist. His youngest endured the madness before memory, as the Merciani had. All of his sons faced it at a far younger age than Kalinuo himself was exposed to it. He persevered through, his children having to follow suit. It must have been unbearable to watch them grow with such pain. But the way of the Runeborn wasn’t much different, and so, he felt solace—or at least recognition.

Valdus’ words hung in the air, the audience ruminating on the tales of a well-learned man from a place no one other than himself had ever seen. Alevist was surprised at the awe he felt. He started to gain an inkling of what Merin had planned. But he had kept this man a secret for so long. Perhaps Merin didn’t trust Alevist. That pained him, yet he sipped his tea, watching the others stare longingly at Valdus, hoping for more stories.

“We must get rest,” Kalinuo said, breaking the silence. “The journey tomorrow will tire us, and then we will have to fight.” He slapped Hulin’s shoulder. The boy spit out some of his tea and caught Hayde laughing as he recovered. He scowled at the Stained.

“I’ll take the first watch,” Erevayn said.

“I’ll sit it with you,” Bolin followed.


They reached the valleyside overlooking a small village, already scouted out by Bolin and Hulin.

Tents fit for twenty men, and tiny cages, just big enough to hold a person.

Some of the cages held women; one contained a rotting corpse and the others were empty. From the height they looked down from, in the light of flames below and the near setting sun, Alevist could just make out the progression of the Blight in those caged. And these women suffered the sickness still.

Only one of the women looked calm. Calm in that she was crying into her hands but not biting at the iron bars, as another was.

All were Haltrishari, each about the size of an Aranari man in height. All appeared famished.

“Fucking sick fucks,” Kalinuo said. “So this is what you saw?”

“Aye,” Bolin replied.

It was news to Alevist, so the boys must have kept the women a secret. Each of the crimson-marked from the village wore the same anger on their faces.

The sound of the Twin Falls echoed from a distance, but far enough away that the ambience didn’t drown out their voices. The forest that lay before the falls muffled their roar. Only the walls of the mountains gave the echo he was hearing.

Alevist came up with a plan, since he was familiar with the route ahead.

“Let’s get moving.”


They followed the stream that etched the side of the mountain.

The sight of the fires and prisoners below weighed on Alevist’s mind, but he pressed forward.

Crimson stone pierced through the wood of a fallen tree, providing a makeshift bridge and handrail across the rushing stream. The stone came up from the water’s surface, the muck below locking the wood in place. As Kalinuo and all his men passed, including his two sons, they tapped the top of all four stones. A large stand of trees stood ahead, breaking the threshold into a deep wood.

Alevist came last, Hayde and Hulin in front of him. Hulin nearly slipped and fell, but Hayde was able to grab him, helping him regain his balance. They stayed light on their feet the rest of the way.

The falls were in view now. A gaping, jagged rock split the water, forcing the Twin Falls far apart—one sank east, and the other wholly north. Trees became more and more scarce as they continued their descent. They walked up to another smaller rock, now seeing the camp at eye level. In the time since they had left their original camp, the sun had finally set over the valley top.

In the current tree line they were a hundred paces away, and so, with careful movement, Hayde led half their group further south, into the denser brush. A shot from Neera would signal the start of the fight. She would stay along the tree line until the first five enemies fell, providing cover. By Alevist’s count, there would be twenty or so in total.

He couldn’t help but feel the thrill of such an attack. Like leading his small group of fighters into enemy camps back in the Blood Rebellion.

Two men moved toward one of the cages in the middle of the camp. They unlocked the door of the woman who had been crying a dial before, rousing her from her sleep. The two men spoke words Alevist couldn’t hear. He signaled his group of five and they advanced. Neera already had her arrow in place, the crimson edge shining in the gloomy light of dusk.

The men dragged the struggling woman toward the depths of the dark cavernous space sitting under the mountain. Beyond, Baudin’s Gate stood.

The woman screamed, drawing the attention of the guards sitting around their fires. Alevist waited to see if any of the tents stirred, and when none did, it was time.

He nodded to Neera, the arrow loosed, and he charged forward with the other four in his wake.

Her first arrow struck one of the men dragging the reeling woman, piercing the base of his neck. His body fell, the arrowhead lodged through his open mouth. Her second shot struck another target. Alevist swung his blade, radiating Dawn, one sweep cutting down two men as they turned to meet their fate. Another arrow came flying from the southern side—Hayde moving in with Hulin and Oltin by his side.

Hulin threw a small blade, piercing the eye of a man near the fire. Nearly half of those awake were dead, and Hayde and Hulin started into the tents.

The second man holding the screaming woman stood in horror, but a strike from the prisoner sent him onto his back, knocking the wind out of him. Her iron chains pounded against flesh and skull, the squelching echo ringing in the cusps of the mountain.

One of the tent flaps opened nearby, and a woman ran out, blade ready to slash down at the prisoner. Alevist charged toward her, trying to save the unaware prisoner still beating the man on the ground senseless. An arrow whistled past his shoulder. The rushing attacker fell, her screams silenced as Alevist stabbed down into her back.

Valdus approached, fear written across his face. “Alevist,” he said. He held up a necklace in the shape of a pointed cross. A large “x” ran through it, extending over the two sides, a briared blade rising upward on the cross. “Dominus’ men.”

Alevist bent over the woman he had stabbed, his blade still lodged in her back. He turned her over, pulling down the poorly placed covering on her face. She was Silderai. The same symbol painted in crimson on her face, carved into her skin by a loose hand. “This one is Silder,” he said.

The sounds of quiet slashes echoed out of the tents as Hayde and Hulin worked through them, Erevayn backing them up as they did so. Behind him, Neera and Bolin approached the female prisoner, trying to calm her. Tears flowed from her eyes, and the chains about her wrists were caked with gore.

“They took her. My sister is in there!” she yelled.

Erevayn came out of one of the tents, using a rag to clean off one of his daggers. “What do you mean?” he asked. Merin’s Tear dangled from a necklace around his now slightly opened tunic.

Alevist kicked the body of the Silder, spitting on it.

“We have to go in there,” the woman said, still struggling to stand on her weak legs. She was Haltrishari but had faced the Blight—her crimson markings rising up her neck. The rest of the women in the cages stirred; some quietly watched as a beast might—mute and curious. Their eyes burned crimson, and their jaws worked. One woman bit at the bars of her cage, her teeth and jaw cracking as she did.

Valdus moved toward the woman, grazing past Alevist. “It’s okay,” he said.

Then the woman screamed, her eyes full of fear. “You took her! You took her!” she repeated, struggling to find purchase as Neera and Bolin held her steady.

Behind Alevist, Kalinuo and Skif approached from a series of tents, each cleaning blood off their blades.

“What’s happening?” Kalinuo asked.

Alevist motioned for Kalinuo to slow. The man’s eyes widened at the sight of the still struggling woman.

Valdus stepped back, setting his hammer upright on the shale. Kneeling, he bowed his head. “I am not one of them. But I know who you fear.”

The woman’s frantic struggle slowly eased, Neera whispering to her as she handled her chains. Neera turned her head back. “Can you get these, Alevist?” she asked, lifting her gaze to him. The Dawn hummed in Alevist’s blade as it cut through the thick iron with precision.

“Tell us what’s going on,” Alevist said. “How long have you been here?” She flinched when he knelt beside her. Her eyes blinked fast and Alevist smelled her rank odor, as if she had been fighting sickness for months.

And it has been months, he thought. She had the look of someone who had fought the madness. Someone who had fought it and won. The women in the cages behind gnawed at their bars still. Some, still human, rocked back and forth clutching their knees. Each of their knuckles had been stripped of the usual bone plates, one of the key notable features of the Haltrishari.

The woman’s eyes were fixed on Valdus. “They took my sister in there,” she said, more calmly this time. She nodded toward Baudin’s Gate. The gate forged by Collasai himself, then settled by the dragon Khal’jrousax after the war between dragons and Collasai had ended.

Erevayn’s gaze locked on the cavern a few hundred paces away, his legs seeming to move against his will.

“Erevayn,” Alevist said, as his apprentice started past him. “What are you doing?”

Erevayn remained silent, everyone watching as he continued to move. His hand rose to Merin’s Tear around his neck, his eyes unblinking.

“Erevayn!” Alevist shouted.

The younger Aranari stopped, his feet stomping a final time in the gravel. He stood silent, staring into the abyss before him, as if listening to someone call him toward it.

“Alevist!” Hayde yelled, coming out of one of the tents. “Look what we found!”

In his hands, he held up another chain, a copper dial at the end of it. It was one of the timekeepers from the prior Epoch, forged by the Weavers and rendered useless after Alevist had placed Ossilith’s Tear. But the one in Hayde’s hand seemed alive.

“The small dial spins,” he said.

Alevist grabbed the dial. The smaller needle, forged from an iron piece, rotated, while the larger one appeared still. He held it to his ear, and it was indeed working—the unmistakable ticking of the timekeeper echoed steady.

“How could—” Alevist muttered, turning it over and opening the small copper casing to find a piece of Runestone within it. A small vial of crimson liquid rolled over the smaller white stone, merging with it like water into a filter.

As Alevist examined the artifact, the door under the mountain thundered. He turned to see it opening slowly, the tremors shaking small stones from atop it. Everyone froze.

Then Erevayn took another step forward.
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The voice that called out to Erevayn had stopped, but the words still rang in his head.

False. Come to me. False. That same voice from his dreams.

“Erevayn!” Alevist called.

Erevayn blinked, shaking his head as he turned to look at the rest of the group. They were all frozen as the large door ahead continued to creak open. Its towering height stood somewhere between the first traulth they had killed, and the second they hadn’t.

A small figure stepped out from the door and halted. His crimson eyes burned, scanning them.

He turned and ran back toward the large threshold.

A chill shot through Erevayn’s spine, hushed whispers beckoning him into that dark space. A familiar voice—from the wedding, from his training. He needed to face it. To endure it. His pain of long ago continued to pull him toward that cavern.

“It wants us to go,” he said, turning back to Alevist as he and the rest of the group approached. The weakened Haltrishar woman stumbled, Neera and Kalinuo helping her along.

Valdus stepped up, holding his maul by the base. “What about the others in their cages?”

“There’s nothing we can do for them,” the crimson-marked woman said.

Hayde stretched, bending over to reach his toes. “No better time than now. If I am to die, best get it done quickly.” He smiled back at Hulin, who mimicked his exact movements.

Alevist grabbed Erevayn by the shoulders. “Is everything okay?”

“I’m fine.” Erevayn’s eyes were pulled back to the door.


The crimson-marked woman spoke quietly behind Erevayn as they walked toward the cavern.

She introduced herself as Falenta, while she guzzled from a waterskin that Neera handed over. Erevayn glanced back to see her gnawing on a piece of jerky. She seemed to have regained some strength.

Neera and Kalinuo stayed by her side during the approach to the cavern, each doing their part to help her along, but she insisted on pushing forward, chasing after her sister.

The cavern, poorly lit from the fires outside, opened out into alcoves on the left and right. A statue stood in each.

Valdus turned his head to the left first. “Dominus,” he said. Then he turned to the statue on his right. “And Kaladus.”

Each looked brooding. Dominus held a great ax, pointed down and constructed wholly of the crimson stone. Its waves shone in the light of Alevist’s Dawn blade. On the right, Kaladus held two curved blades of a make Erevayn had never seen. On each, a curved edge started halfway up a straight blade and a lean hilt. Crimson vines spiraled up the sword. The man wore a crown.

The voice had subsided in Erevayn’s mind as they approached the motionless door.

“It’s not going to close on us, right?” Hayde said, looking up at the gaping entryway.

Alevist rested a hand on his blade. “Even if it does, I can open it.”

They entered silently, following the dark figure that had bolted into the depths.
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It took almost a quarter of a dial-turn, by Alevist’s reckoning, to reach the end of the descent.

Hayde cut his hand with one of the crimson arrows, marking the wall with blood as they went deeper. Alevist waved his hands over each smear until they glimmered on the walls. Bright checkpoints, in such a dark space.

As they reached the bottom of the staircase, Alevist held up a fist. He looked around. A vast open space lay before him. A familiar, ominous sight. He rolled his shoulders back as his feet touched down onto the same shale as above, bits of ash still coating the dirt.

Open holes lined each wall, four on either side, leading to even larger caverns. There was a dim mist in the air, the moisture of the interior kicking up and clashing with the outside air. Fog seemed to pour out of every crevice.

“Something is not right,” Kalinuo whispered, sticking his nose in the air. “There is the smell of new life here. Crossed with a scent of death.”

“I don’t remember so many caverns within,” Alevist said. “Only this great hall.”

And it had been where his companions, Drask and Gormeron, fell. He regretted being hailed a dragon killer along with Artorious, for the beast they had killed was no dragon at all. Only a husk of one that had once been great. The last of them.

His curiosity got the better of him and he took another step forward. A dark figure had run down the staircase but was nowhere in sight. In fact, nothing was. The mad dragon had perished in this great space—where were the bones?

“This way,” he said, moving toward the pungent stench of life and death in the nearest cavern. It was safest to stay close to the entrance. And he needed to see what took up the space, for it could be that great enemy Merin feared. Afterwards, he would move to the center of the main hall, to the shrine where he had placed Ossilith’s Tear.

He kept his gaze on the rest of the cavern to his right. Small sounds and screeches from beyond the depths echoed from the further dungeons on the other side of the cavern.

Falenta jumped at almost every sound that wasn’t their footsteps. Neera whispered encouragement. Perhaps Neera felt as Alevist did—a group willing to save the life of a stranger was a good group to stay with. When it came to the crimson-marked woman’s sister, he wasn’t so sure they’d find what she was looking for.

Cries now echoed toward them as they moved down the smaller hall. Alevist dimmed the light on his blade. Oltin and Bolin carried torches at the back of the group.

Alevist swore he heard a child. The rumbling of the ground above was sure to have awakened anything that lingered in the depths, but a child? Alevist looked to Erevayn, Hayde, and the rest to check he wasn’t the only one hearing the cries. Perhaps he was remembering Aulder. Perhaps the cries that echoed from a few decades before echoed now.

He took another step, pressing on.

Faintly, at the end of the cavernous hall, an orange glow seeped around a corner. Danger, perhaps. He turned to Erevayn, wanting to be sure he wasn’t possessed in some way. His apprentice’s eyes were firm and forward.

More cries and whispers, barely audible, dampened and muffled by the constant reflection off stone walls. Alevist let the Dawn die in his blade, the light going out as he approached the corner. He peeked around it. There were draperies all around, with silhouettes moving behind—akin to triage on the battlefield.

A figure emerged from a set of curtains on the left side, holding in their hands the source of the crying. Swaddled in a dense cloth, the woman carried a newborn child away from the entrance. Alevist beckoned Hayde and Neera forward, signaling Erevayn to prepare for violence.

Alevist sent the twins to the set of curtains across from him. The retreating woman was covered head to toe, mouth protected by a familiar Weaver’s cloth. The dark colors of her clothing wrinkled in the dim light radiating along the stone walls. The ceilings were in sight, which was a relief considering the height of the main cavern.

It didn’t register immediately, but looking back at the group, Alevist noticed the rest had seen it, too. Runestones lined the walls above, all lit with their natural radiance, glowing dimly within the chamber. Stalhom and the Consulars had deemed them mostly gone, stripped from the mines. It appeared that whoever occupied this space now had found the ancient source gifted by the All Will within denser parts of the mountain.

Alevist waved to the twins to grab their attention back from the natural wonder. He nodded and passed through the first set of curtains, as the twins did across the hall.

Alevist was horrified by what he found inside.

A pregnant woman lay on the table, practically about to burst. Her eyes were closed and her fists clenched and she stirred in a form of deep sleep. There was some sort of Weaver’s line attached to her belly button that led to the walls of the cavern. A strange, viscous fluid seemed to be streaming into her from the very mountain walls. Something crimson.

He had never seen anyone look so uncomfortable. The knuckles of her clenched fists had the distinct bone lining of the Haltrishari, only withered. Valdus entered too, covering his nose as he stepped behind the curtain. Behind, Kalinuo and Bolin stood with Falenta, keeping her from looking behind the curtains.

Alevist also covered his face from the smells, throwing himself back out of the curtains. Hayde and Neera knelt on the ground next to each other, retching soundlessly.

Hayde coughed.

Alevist glanced behind the next drapery—another woman, pregnant and bound. The shadowy figures were gone.

“Look out!” Erevayn screamed.

Alevist turned to meet the oncoming swing. It approached so fast that he hardly had time to react. He threw the figure down, a woman, and ripped the cloth off her face to expose the mouth of a Vilegaur. Crimson markings lined her neck and, unlike Valdus, her teeth appeared to be made wholly of crimson stone. Her mouth was open on all four sides, like that of a traulth, but in some sort of manufactured way. Her eyes glowed red-on-red, though they lacked the dragon-like appearance of a Daerikal’s.

She jumped up with enough power to knock Alevist to the ground beneath her. She screeched loudly as she snapped down on him. A blade pierced through her back and Valdus swung his hammer, knocking her off him.

As Alevist rose, he turned to see two more lying dead, Skif and Hulin pulling weapons caked with blood from their necks. The creatures had also attacked the twins. All looked like the woman who had tried to kill Alevist.

“Fuck.” Hayde breathed heavily.

“Shut up,” Neera said, rising and brushing herself off, blood now marring her overcoat.

“What the fuck were they?” Erevayn reached out to pull Alevist up.

Alevist wiped his blade against his cloak. “Your kin?” he asked Valdus, looking down now at the body. Its mouth opened from all four corners in slits, four sets of teeth covered in blood as the body flinched once more.

“These aren’t Vilegaur?” Erevayn asked.

Kalinuo joined them. “No,” he said. “This looks much worse.”

“It seems these are Merciani, but they’re maddened—changed,” Valdus said, shaking his head as he used one of the draperies to clean off his warhammer.

Alevist took a deep breath in, letting it out as he peeled back the curtain, looking over the stirring woman upon the table. She wore old, tattered cloth that covered her upper body. Her lower body was covered only by a skirt, her ankles cuffed in leather bonds.

Erevayn and Kalinuo covered their faces, reacting to the stench now that they were close. Falenta ran up ahead, looking through every curtain. When she reached the one from which the shadowy figure had carried the baby, she stood still. Her arms dropped to her sides after opening the drapery. Alevist ran over, followed by Neera and Kalinuo. The woman that had to be her sister lay on the table, unmoving, her eyes open. Blood dripped from the steaming stone under her skirt. Crimson sparkles within the viscous fluid were made apparent by the glowing Runestones above. The bonds on her ankles had been released but her muscles looked weak and unrelaxed.

Falenta collapsed. Neera caught her, helping her sit on a nearby chair. Behind them, the rest of the group went curtain to curtain. In this room alone, there had to be forty women.

“I only saw four open caverns that looked like this one back in the main hall,” Alevist said. “There could be upward of ten exactly like this, given the size of the cave system. This is sickening.”

“What the fuck,” said Hayde.

“They only took her a month ago,” Falenta said. “She wasn’t pregnant then,” she cried. “Not then.”

As Alevist looked around, growing used to the stench, he watched the rest. All the living women stirred in some sort of deep, magickal sleep. Some of them looked very old. Most of them were Haltrishar in lineage, but all were marked by Blight. They glowed, yet he couldn’t tell if it was the reflection from the Runestone above, or if they were glowing from something within.

They all approached the end of the chamber where the crying baby still lay. It was quieter now, sucking on its hand, in the first of a line of open cribs. Neera picked it up to re-swaddle the youngling. It immediately locked eyes with her.

Kalinuo guided Falenta over, and she looked down on her sister’s child. The Haltrishar features were somewhat apparent, but they looked more human than anything—maybe even Amrinil. The little calcified bones on the baby’s wrists glowed a dim crimson, and her skin was charcoal like that of the Merciani.

The baby seemed peaceful as Neera held the child out to its aunt. The woman looked sick. Her eyes pleaded for mercy.

Mercy, a voice echoed in Alevist’s mind.

There were at least forty more cribs. Some babies stirred quietly, in a peaceful sleep. But not all forty cribs had babies inside of them. Some infants looked weeks old, others appeared to have been there for months.

“We cannot take them all with us,” Kalinuo said. “We don’t have enough arms to get them out safely. Skif—” He turned to his warrior, who stood at attention. “I need you to take her up top. Wait for us by the camp. Be careful and scream if you see anything on the way out.”

The man nodded, gently guiding the woman out of the room as she cradled the baby. He pulled another torch from a sconce by the entrance to light his path out.

Alevist spun toward Kalinuo, Erevayn, and the rest. “I need to find the setting for Ossilith’s Tear,” he said. “If it’s where I placed it, it’s at the end of the center space. It would be in the opening.” He locked eyes with the twins and the other warriors. “You should all go back up. Leave, and don’t come back.”

Hayde turned to Neera with a pleading expression. She didn’t give it a second thought, her gaze still locked with Alevist. “We aren’t going anywhere.”

Hayde looked down and around, seeming to accept his fate. “We’re here with you. And that’s the quickest way about it.”

Kalinuo’s eyes veered to his two sons. “Hulin, you should go back up.”

Hulin scrunched up his face, mirroring his older brother. “I am just as worthy to be here as the rest.”

Kalinuo sighed, jaw clenching, but nodded his head with a slight smile. “You are only of seventeen years—too young to see all of this.” Kalinuo gestured around the chamber. “I don’t know what dangers we will face. You will wait by the entrance with Oltin, then. You will be our way out.”

Valdus threw his warhammer up, resting it on his shoulder. He wiped his nose, clearing his throat. “The two of golden eyes. We are all with you.”

“Let’s move,” Alevist said, lighting Malstran with the luminescence of the Dawn Tree.


They jogged into the main cavern.

A growl bellowed out. It seemed to be an outpouring from each of the chamber entrances inside the greater space. The dim glow of Runestone flared brighter and brighter, the sounds of hammer on metal and anvil piercing the air. Alevist and the rest held firm, blades and bows ready. Nothing happened.

There was something warm and familiar about the cavern. Something beckoning and calling to Alevist. He no longer wanted to be hidden in the mist. They pushed forward, the lighting from the deeper doors of the mountain illuminating the great cavern further. The Runestone essence on the ceiling of the first entrance glowed so brightly the light pressed into the larger cave.

His eyes moved to Erevayn, noticing his apprentice having to pull himself back into the moment time and time again.

Deep in the center of the cavern now, there were many doors reaching halfway to the top of the mountain within. Alevist could see a bright glowing crimson flashing in the depths.

A figure moved in the cavern. A lone woman. She hovered a foot off the ground, her back bearing a pair of cream-colored wings. They spread into their bird-like form as the mist slowly dissipated.

Erevayn stepped up in front of Alevist. “It’s her.”

The woman’s figure was eerily familiar to Alevist.

“You see her, don’t you?” Erevayn turned back to the rest of the group. They nodded. Neera and Hayde both narrowed their gaze toward their friend. Alevist too was worried, but he also felt a strange pull toward the woman.

“We see her, lad,” Alevist said. He looked to his apprentice, and everything stopped in the cavern. The growls and whispers ceased and silence fell. Not a drop of water, not a caw of a loose crow, or the step of an eager enemy. Dense nothingness. Erevayn seemed to be locked in an internal conversation.

Hayde came up behind them. “What’s going on?” His look of concern overwhelmed Neera, who stood up out of her defensive posture, loosening her pull on the string of her bow. “Erevayn,” Hayde said, still prying for his friend’s attention.

Alevist too turned his eyes forward, the voices around him muffled. Kalinuo jumped forward, trying to grasp Alevist as the woman floated closer.

The old knight felt the pulling on his body, but something rooted him to the ground. Soft footsteps echoed in the base of his spine. His tears welled as the woman approached, closer and closer. One ragged bandage covered her eyes, small drips of dried blood like tears on her soft skin. Her ears, tilted upward as those of the Amrinil; her hair, streaming and beautiful; black and full of wonder. In her hands she carried another glowing gem attached to a crimson stone. The gem was perfectly shaped by Ossilith himself, for it was Ossilith’s true Tear—almost a pure white. As long as a vial of softstone. This is what they had come for. If she had it in her hands, the one in his possession didn’t belong here.

The woman no longer levitated off the ground. The hands. There was something so familiar about her hands. Her face came closer and closer. Kalinuo’s voice was still muffled in the dense space, and Alevist barely noticed Valdus grabbing at Erevayn. But none of that mattered. Tears flowed down his cheeks, the salt dripping into the corner of his lips and streaming off his beard. Alevist collapsed to his knees.

Linera.

Alevist reached for his powers, yet something prevented the connection. That voice. Every time his eyes turned back to the body of his wife, something called out that interrupted his connection with the Will. Erevayn fell to his knees beside him.

“The foundation has been laid,” Linera said, Ossilith’s Tear dangling from her hands. “Come and take what is owed to you. They were right to take your powers from you. It will only make you a more valuable leader. Besides, I am the only one who can truly give them back.” Her lips curved in a wicked smile as she looked down at Erevayn.

“Linera,” Alevist said, looking up to his wife. “It’s you.”

Her head snapped to him, a scowl on her lips. “I forgot the mortal body held love once. Since you kneel, you shall come too.” Linera paused, tilting her head and recognizing something familiar in Alevist. She scoffed. “This is what Denira and Aalent send as a contest? Kneeling before a fight even begins.” She shook her head, turning her eyes back to Erevayn.

Alevist gazed at her, his face soft as he took her in, from ten paces away. His heart raced, but he held firm, clenching his jaw.

It wasn’t her.

As much as he wanted it to be. There was a way she used to look at him—a way this body didn’t. This one was full of scorn and anguish. Full of desires beyond a physical body. This was something vile.

Alevist tore his eyes away, over to Neera and Hayde. Hayde drew his bow. “Fuck this.”

“No!” Alevist screamed as the arrow flew.

Linera reacted quickly, slicing the arrow down the middle with a quick vertical slice. The crimson head connected with the edge of her blade. She had grabbed it from her hip before Alevist could finish blinking. He had never seen the sword’s like before. It was a silvered steel to be certain, with a thumb guard upon the hilt of a blade only four feet long. Briars rose up on the metal of the hilt. The edge was curved only at the very tip of the blade, similar to that of the Kaladus statue at the top of the stairs. She had wielded Will, but no Runestone augmented her or the blade. She only wore clean white linen clothes—a sheer top and a skirt. One not familiar to Alevist.

“Fuck,” Hayde said.

She turned. “Come, Erevayn, there is much to be done.”

Erevayn broke from Valdus’ grip and strode forward, pushing between the twins as if they didn’t exist.

“Erevayn!” Neera and Valdus cried, voices overlapping.

He didn’t respond. He continued to walk forward. “Erevayn,” Alevist called. Kalinuo ran forward. Erevayn shook off Kalinuo’s hand, drawing his dagger to the neck of the Kalatari man. He had responded too quickly for Kalinuo to move.

“Release him,” Alevist said, stepping forward.

Erevayn’s eyes snapped to his Liege. As he released Kalinuo, the Kalatari grabbed his throat, a crimson slice etched by Erevayn’s dagger dripping blood.

Erevayn turned angrily toward Linera. “Give us the Tear,” he said, drawing his greatblade. The crimson steel flashed bright with the empty casing at the center of the blade. One day it would hold Runestone again.

Alevist smiled as he looked between his apprentice and the form that was Linera.

Linera laughed and raised both arms. One hand held her blue silvered blade, the other Ossilith’s Tear. The growl ripped through the cavern once more.

Erevayn leaped.

“No!” Alevist shouted.

Linera’s blade cut and stabbed in one fluid motion, the tip of her blade clashing with the Tear around the apprentice’s neck. He flew backward through the air, landing on the ground beside Alevist. Alevist pulled him to his feet, with Linera’s unsettling grin floating above them.

Masses formed in the shadows. Screeches and growls rose in the darkness. The ground shook as if an army approached—and so one did.

The monstrous force crawled toward them as the group began to back up toward the staircase. There was no getting Ossilith’s Tear now. No putting it back in the dirt. Too many crimson eyes glowed, staring. Mouths like that of the women in the infirmary gaped and bit, opening in hunger. They seemed to wait for a command, approaching slowly as they started to surround the group.

“We have to run,” Kalinuo said. Alevist heard him now.

Valdus stepped up, his eyes darting between some of the figures at the head of the army. For not only those seeming Vilegaur were there. Merciani men and women stood, half and full-helms made totally of crimson rock, small ornamental wings spread over the back of them.

Erevayn seemed to jerk awake as Alevist dragged him up and then he keeled over, coughing. The apprentice had taken a cut and a stab from a briared blade. The Tear about Erevayn’s neck had seared a mark within the center of his torso now. It must have protected him.

“Run!” Valdus shouted.


Bolin brought up the rear with the old Merciani warrior as they stormed through the cavern toward the stairs.

Erevayn ran behind Kalinuo and the twins, ensuring they would make it out first. He appeared to be struggling, holding the Tear and the seared mark on his chest, his breathing heavy.

From one of the smaller caverns to their left, more soldiers began pouring forth. Oltin fended off a couple of strikes and cut into the growling enemies, their crimson-glazed blood spilling onto the floor like molten metal. He forced Hulin up the staircase.

Erevayn kept trudging from behind as Alevist turned to ensure those at the back were keeping up with the rest. Some of the smaller force from the side cavern rushed toward them.

Neera unsheathed her crimson daggers, light in her hands. Hayde pulled out his new twinblade, each end of crimson woven steel pouring out of the blackened hilt. Two of the growling enemies swung. Hayde swept with a spin, blocking two strikes, cutting them at their knees and sweeping up again to cut one of the Vilegaur heads from its body. The second kept crawling forward on its severed stumps as the party pressed on.

As Alevist’s blade lit with the Dawn, he whipped it around, cutting two down with a single blow. The Vilegaur were wearing a loose type of armor, embedded with Runestones. Their light mixed with the crimson glow of the stones Alevist recognized all too well.

They acted as the Vilegaur he knew of old, but with more precision and organization. As they burst through the small force, Alevist saw one of the Merciani in a half helm smiling, his teeth glowing crimson and bright through the mist.

Bolin shoved him. “Two with golden eyes need to move faster,” he yelled, breathing heavily.

Oltin funneled them into the narrow staircase, then reinforced the exit.

They reached it fast enough, but now had to climb. Alevist’s legs felt every step. Behind him, a final growl and howl bit into him in familiarity. A roar that reminded him of Khal’jrousax.

The space was so narrow that Alevist knew the force would have a hard time streaming through. Blades clanged, followed by screams. He risked a glance back. Bolin pressed into the stone wall behind him, blood covering his face. The Kalatari crimson-marked shook his head and pushed Alevist up; shadows of the enemies poured from an orange glow that emanated from the cavern behind.

Oltin was dead.

They ran up, the light of the cavern below glowing over their shoulders as they gasped for air on their continued climb. A few enemies crashed through, moving up the stairs faster than the already tired company. Two swung simultaneously as Alevist looked back and he sent their swords crashing against the wall. His blade flashed once more, cleanly slicing through each of their bodies. The third enemy took a stab to the throat from Bolin, who was unable to gain leverage to pull one of his blades free. Instead he released it, allowing the body to fall back on four more. Bolin once again grabbed at Alevist and thrust him further up the staircase.

Alevist turned back to see the man striking down with his longblade in hand, parrying strikes. “Keep—going,” Bolin said between blows. He cut down enemy after enemy, each stab cleaner than his last, kicking the next body clean off his blade as it reeled back onto more of the enemy, slowing them down.

Alevist ran a few more steps, but then turned back to see Bolin still fighting. The enemy clawed against themselves to get a taste of the warrior. Bolin managed that narrow passage, but he was tiring quickly. Blades strained against Bolin’s, other Merciani behind, unable to reach over their allies.

Only a few heartbeats, if that, but Bolin found Alevist’s eyes. The bastard smiled.

He roared, pushing into the pursuers. Something in his eyes believed that he could hold them long enough for Alevist to shut the door.

“Golden eyes must live!” Bolin’s voice pierced through the growls below.

Bolin cut and slashed, trying to stack the passageway with enough bodies to prevent more from pushing beyond, still taking blows of his own. He grew more and more confident with each kill, backing up the stairs, not an ounce of fear in his eyes.

Bolin tripped.

One of the creatures broke through and cut the back of his leg. Bolin took the head from the beast’s body and collapsed on the staircase. “No!” he screamed. “Keep going.” His voice rasped against the air in his lungs.

Alevist was too far away. Bolin propped himself against the stone wall, blade at the ready. The wall of bodies collapsed, and the creatures pouring down on the injured warrior.

He swung one final time, cutting down two more. Alevist turned and ran. He refused to let Bolin’s blood go wasted on the stone stairs. The blades clashed, the sound of more bodies falling. The straining grunts of a true warrior echoed up the stairs as Alevist turned the final corner.

Kalinuo’s eyes widened as he saw only Alevist. Ahead the stone door stood open, crimson vines pouring over it.

Alevist stumbled, his legs burning. The Vilegaur poured into the open space. He slapped his hands up at the dark gate, ignoring the voice that reached out to him now. Each of the others fought off the enemies as they came through, giving room for Alevist to close the door.

A chill poured up his spine and into the back of his eyes as he focused on the crimson vines all around the threshold. He heaved for Will and pulled the door from ceiling to floor, slowly.

Hayde and Neera loosed arrow after arrow, striking Vilegaur to the ground. Hulin stood guard next to Alevist and Kalinuo, ready to swing at any straggling enemies trying to prevent the closing of the dark gate. Bodies dragged on the ground as the door started to grind shut.

Valdus swung his hammer, crushing skulls and torsos, knocking enemies back. One of the Merciani leaders broke through, crossing his sword to the base of Valdus’ pommel. His own cross guard locked the blade into his hammer, pulling the weapon from the enemy’s hands. Valdus jabbed with the top of the maul and battered the enemy back. Hulin then swung his shortblade at the Merciani’s throat.

The vines reached back up, enveloping the door as the stone rattled against the shale floor, pulling forward as Vilegaur continued pouring through. Skif now swung, cutting off two of these enemies at the legs. Their torsos clawed forward, reaching for Alevist until Skif stabbed clean down into one of their skulls, and Kalinuo sliced freely at the back of the other. Falenta screamed behind Neera, the cries of the baby in her arms almost drowned out by the grinding of shale.

More enemies breached the threshold, a greater number behind clawing for a spot around the mass of stone. Skif cut down two more. Those that snuck past continued their pursuit of Alevist. The door finally slammed as the glow of the vines started to fade. Alevist nearly collapsed, leaning on his blade for balance. He looked about, in a daze.

A score of Vilegaur had made it through before he successfully closed the gate. Skif fought heavily. Hulin charged forward with Kalinuo at his side. Arrows from Neera shot down a few more as her brother slashed forward with his twinblade, the crimson slicing through the enemy.

Bodies fell in Erevayn’s wake as he inched toward Alevist.

“Let’s go!” Erevayn shouted.

Alevist’s eyes wandered around the space, still trying to find room. One enemy broke through the thin front, tackling him as Erevayn reeled back, his red greatblade still in hand.

The four sides of its jaw cracked in his face, and Alevist threw his arm up to the throat of the Vilegaur. A briared crimson dagger stabbed at him over his arm. It snapped its mouth at him and Alevist scrabbled, trying to throw the creature off. A crimson blade pierced through the side of the beast’s head and its jaw hung loose. Erevayn nodded in self-approval and turned back to riposte another enemy, before pivoting to reach his hand to his Liege.

Alevist’s blade lit with humming Dawn as the final two enemies crashed upon the group. The struggling Skif cut down one and Neera shot the other through the eyes before he needed to swing.

Alevist’s chest heaved as his blade fell to the floor. Bodies lay everywhere. He fell to his knees, fury shaking his body. He wiped at the tears that had so desperately made their way to the surface as the creatures climbed up the staircase from the pits below. He had fought more desperately still from the anger of his apprentice being taken into a trance, and being haunted by the image of some being ensconced in the body of his dead wife.

How, he thought, seeing Harglon piercing his wife’s eyes as clearly as if it was yesterday. What had he meant by the words he said? How could he have anything to do with this? His pulse pounded in his throat.

Neera and Hayde grabbed his shoulders, forcing him and Erevayn to stand.

“We have to keep moving,” Neera said. Falenta stuck close to her side, the baby still wailing.

Kalinuo checked Hulin over and embraced him. After a long moment, he joined them. “She is right, we have to move.”

Valdus stepped in beside him, nodding his head as he too gasped for air. Skif was up ahead, scanning the small valley. The fires in the camp nearby burned low now, black smoke rising.

A rumbling came from the gate and they all looked back. Valdus pulled at Alevist. “Move.”

“Guide, abide, stride,” Hayde said, shifting to the front.

The door dragged on the shale and the fierce shrieks of the creatures from below started once more. The group bolted into the dense brush, back the way they came.

The waterfall, Alevist thought. He shook his head, snapping himself back into the real world. “The waterfall,” he panted.

Branches and bushes slapped and tore at them. Behind, the shrieks grew closer. The ground below them vibrated as they pressed into the forest.

The waterfall thundered. The same tree which had crashed between the sides of the river lay sturdy over the water, the bridge they crossed before now their only obstacle to escape. Alevist was the first on the log, pulling Skif and Falenta with the baby across. Hayde and Neera turned to loose arrows toward the pursuing horde. Bodies dropped. Less than a hundred strides away, death approached. Alevist would destroy the bridge when the rest made it across. How, he had yet to figure out. Perhaps a cut through with his blade would suffice, and the rest could make it. But what of his questions?

I must know what took her from me.

Erevayn jumped up next, ready to hand the others across. Alevist signaled him to move, radiating Dawn into his drawn blade. His apprentice nodded and raced onto the log. The fallen tree rocked under their frantic pace. The white waters roiled against it, but there was no other exit.

Hayde jumped on the log, his quiver empty, and turned to guide his sister. She was still firing, outside of their normal pattern. Hayde hoisted Hulin up next. A spear flew through the brush as the growls grew closer, striking at the base of the log as Hulin’s foot scampered up.

Kalinuo watched his son barely escape the spear and turned to face the oncoming enemy, Valdus by his side and fire in his eyes. The three men looked at each other with a quiet understanding.

Alevist never thought he’d die with a Merciani. He wasn’t honestly ready to accept death wholly—Harglon still breathed, and there was a chance he had something to do with this force. But only so many could cross. Perhaps he would never get his answers.

The log slowly began to roll. One of the crimson stones that had locked it in place split off now and splashed down into the heavy flowing river. Neera backed up along the log as she shot, still many strides away from Hayde and Hulin. Something stirred the waters as it crashed higher and higher. Falenta slipped, cradling the baby tight. Erevayn had caught up in time to make a leap, but there was no way he would have been able to keep them from falling.

You idiot!

Erevayn splashed into the white waters, his blade sheathed in his baldric. He paddled toward the woman as she held her sister’s baby in the air, screaming something in Haltrishari, pleading with the Martyrs to keep the baby safe. Alevist saw Erevayn catch up before he spun away, readying his blade.

A small group of the enemy broke through the brush and came down upon Kalinuo, Valdus, and Alevist. The waterfall was within eyeshot, and Alevist knew his apprentice would make the fall. He silently prayed: “In my hands you are danger. In my heart, you are the protector.”

As he swung down on the first enemy, Kalinuo did the same. Their blades crashed into armor. A loud yelp came from the log. Hulin. Alevist kept his strikes precise and efficient, his blade cutting clean through the enemies, allowing him more time to recover and parry. Kalinuo had to use his strength to pull his blade endlessly from the bodies of those he felled. Luckily, a small slip of trees limited the number of foes that could pass and kept the enemies from overwhelming them, but they couldn’t hold for long. Alevist and Kalinuo turned to see Hulin now missing from the log.

Hayde leapt in after the boy. Neera, utterly focused on the enemies, reached back to find her quiver empty. It was only then that she noticed Skif running toward her and the log creaking in the middle. “No! Stop!” she screamed. But it was too late. The final crimson stone snapped, rolling Skif into the white waters as the rest of the flow poured over him and swept him down the river.

Neera turned back now, meeting eyes with Alevist. The part of the log that she was standing on shook, but a massive piece of crimson stone still jutted through, holding it in place against the force of the water.

Alevist waved Kalinuo and Valdus up first as he struck down another attacker, then launched himself back onto the log. He needed to protect the crimson-marked; he needed to know the fate of his apprentice. He cut through a Vilegaur who wanted to breach the threshold onto the half-log. The wood creaked under Alevist’s weight. A force of enemies gathered from the tree line now, their snarls slowing. One strode out from the center.

The challenger was one of the Merciani leaders, his face gnarled with scars. His obsidian skin shone bright as the light from the moon bounced off a gleaming layer of sweat, and the crimson markings all across his face and neck.

Alevist had never seen a force of this magnitude and madness organized in such a way. The champion paced in the front now, staring at Alevist through the slits of a darkened helmet. A crimson crest of wings shone upon its center, clean and crisp. His gaze met the stone just below the Aranari.

The Merciani leader smiled now, slowly tilting his head back up to his enemy. He shouted something in an unfamiliar tongue. The force of Vilegaur backpedaled then, all sharing the same, twisted smile as the beast who led. He backpedaled, too.

Alevist turned to the massive crimson stone below. His eyes shifted from Kalinuo, to Neera, and then to Valdus as the four were caught in confusion. He spun back to see the spread crimson wings upon the helmet of the Merciani champion begin to glow. A radiating hum emanated from the stone that locked the log in place.

It was starting to glow.

Alevist sheathed his sword over his shoulder, then poured Will through both hands to quell the stone. His spine warmed as his muscles tensed. The radiating noise grew louder as he weakened. With great effort, he screamed, “Jump!”

The other three leapt into the water as the blaring sound peaked. His body weak, he dove after them.

A concussive blast rang out.

Water poured over him; pieces of wood from the log and crimson shards pattered above. As he struggled in the water, he felt for the Tear around his neck, grabbing it tight, then clawing for the surface.

The blast still rang, reverberating through his bones as he gasped for air. Disembodied, he looked back at the enemies and flying pieces of the log. The fire and crimson glow of the dark sky above. He turned back for the other three. Just ahead, the river fell away.

A massive stone cut the fall into two. Neera and Kalinuo were forced right, Valdus not in sight, and he did his best to fight against the current. To no avail, he slipped under the water once more, the Tear in hand. It radiated as his body torqued through the flow of water and shot into the air, down into the unknown.
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Chapter 44
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The stone walls echoed as Viyala slammed the door behind her.

Her chest heaved and she looked down at her hands. They trembled. She thrust them down on the table before her. She looked for grounding, as if she had been rushed through flowing waters that had been crashing over her for days. The nerves still rode up her spine as she gained control. She forced herself steady. Then, she poured water from the ewer into a crystal glass. The chilling touch from the cold brass almost forced her to drop it, but she persisted.

She placed the ewer down, water splashing on the tablecloth as she brought the glass to her mouth. The deep gulp sent a rush through her body.

Someone knocked. It was a gentle knock. Maybe it’s Ilteria? Hopefully it’s Ilteria. “Who is it?” Viyala’s forceful stoicism hid the trembling in her voice.

“It’s me,” Ilteria said.

Viyala rushed to the door and unlocked the iron bolt to pull it open. She smiled, trying not to swing it too quickly.

“Come in.” Viyala beckoned the Weaver into the chambers. “Martyrs—I am sorry, Ilteria. I forgot I was in your room.”

Ilteria smiled, sitting down on the edge of her bed. She pressed down the edges of her dress which must have ruffled from the climb up the stairs. “It’s no worry at all. That was quite something.” Ilteria’s hands trembled too. She drew out a handkerchief to dab gently at her forehead.

“Something? Ilteria—that was madness. Stalhom named himself a God.” Viyala dashed back to the door, remembering she’d forgotten to slide the bolt home. She slammed it in place. “And Salasmir… He’s what? An Artisan now? What will that make us? What does that mean for anything?”

Ilteria looked up at her as she paced about the room. “We need to keep our voices down. I’m not sure how well they travel in these halls.” She took in a deep breath and let it out, then said, “There’s something I have to tell you. And I doubt Salasmir knows this—”

“What is it? I don’t know if I can handle any more revelations.”

“This one is important. But if I tell you, you must swear to not say a word. As I have not told Salasmir about your child.” Ilteria seemed genuinely worried. She stood up to place her hands on Viyala’s shoulders. “Swear it,” she said, looking deep into her eyes.

Viyala nodded mutely.

“That assassin wasn’t sent by the King. They were right about one thing though. I cannot tell you who he was sent to kill, but you must know it wasn’t you and it wasn’t from the King.”

“What do you mean? Are you saying Stalhom lied to the entire court?”

“Yes. Which is why I feel it important to tell you. The rest need not matter. Not right now.” Ilteria slumped back onto the bed. “But that means—based on false pretenses—the Last Artisan just became the second God Emperor of Maetlynd.”

Viyala moved her eyes to the night sky outside the balcony doors. The curtains were a beautiful emerald green. The previous night Ilteria had shown her some Weaver tricks to alter color and shine on cloth.

Another knock came to the door. This time, the hand was heavy on the frame. “Ilteria?” It was Salasmir’s voice. “Are you in there? I feel we need to discuss some things.”

Viyala’s eyes darted to Ilteria, wide. Ilteria cleared her throat. “One moment.”

She beckoned Viyala to sit. “Just breathe,” she whispered. “I’m going to let him in.”

Viyala arranged herself on the bed, sharing a nod with Ilteria. The breeze creaked through the windowpane, sending a chill up her spine. Ilteria swung the door open.

“Hello, darling,” Salasmir said. He stepped into the room without being beckoned and wrapped his arm around Ilteria. He locked eyes with Viyala and she swore she saw his lips pucker. She had known they were seeing each other, but somehow after witnessing his Ascension, it felt worse.

“Viyala. What a pleasure. I am so sorry about that scene back there. I had no idea it was going to happen.” He finished by kissing Ilteria cordially on her cheeks before moving further into the room.

His forehead still shone with a layer of sweat. His ragged tunic had torn open, dried blood caked around it. That searing Mark seemed to ride up his chest. He took a sip from the same glass Viyala had used earlier, licking his lips as he brought it down from his mouth.

“Well, Viyala. I will be in need of a Hand myself now—and who better suited than the one who has shadowed me this last year?” He smiled, gulping more of the water. His thirst seemed unquenchable. “Ilteria.” He turned around to look at her. “I don’t think we need to play games anymore. If anyone knows about us, I believe it’s safe for Viyala too.”

Ilteria’s eyes met Viyala’s before returning to the floor.

“Oh relax, darling. My wife will understand. The God Emperor made me Artisan now. We can make the rules as we go.”

Viyala swallowed. “Making our own rules?”

“Oh, we will temper ourselves. As they say, ‘ill is the fate of a thousand deaths.’” He reached over to wrap his arm around Ilteria, who stood stiffly. “We fell in love back in Ossilith. I had known about her for a while, and her me. There was something there and we chose to explore it. Pendaira will have no choice but to accept it, and if not, she will have the freedom to leave. Though that would sadden me—I still do truly love her, too.” He looked back down at Ilteria, gauging her response.

She smiled up at him, meeting his eyes. “Of course, Lord.”

“You need not call me Lord. We are lovers. You shall call me Salasmir. And Viyala—you shall also call me Salasmir. Titles like that seem rather barbaric. We’re moving to new ground. Behind a God Emperor—who trusts me! Salasmir the Omen Born they used to call me.” He laughed, shaking his head.

He kissed Ilteria’s hair before letting go. As he turned to the window, Viyala couldn’t help but notice the Weaver sighing as Salasmir’s arm lifted. As if a weight left her shoulders.

If what Ilteria said was true, then he had just been given immortality and the powers of the Martyrs on false pretenses. The truth would destroy him. No. In fact, he wouldn’t even believe it. No man who had risen as high as he did would. Such a man wouldn’t want to believe it.

“There is something in the air. I feel we can really make a difference,” he said. “I had no idea Telvath was so conniving. Viyala, I am deeply sorry. I can’t believe I didn’t see it. As a leader, I vow that those things won’t happen anymore.”

His voice was so genuine and proud. Like a child who only just learned to talk but was given a full education of the world from birth.

“We, Viyala. We can make something better of this world. If what Stalhom says is true, then there is a war coming and we will need to amass a grand army.” Viyala did her best to hide the chill running up her spine. “Look at me, I am getting far too ahead of myself. One thing at a time. I must go speak to Telvath. Then, I shall have words with this assassin. Perhaps put my powers to the test to see what I am capable of. My goodness, the joy.” He kissed Ilteria on her forehead before moving to the door. “Thank you two so much for everything. I am looking forward to the future we will build together.”

The door shut and the footsteps of the new Artisan echoed further and further down the stairs. Ilteria sat down next to Viyala in silence, her gaze turned away. As she looked back, she began to weep, leaning into Viyala. Viyala slowly wrapped her arms around her. There had to be a better way. There had to be something else the two of them could do. Viyala fought the tears swimming in her own eyes. She stroked Ilteria’s shoulders and pulled her own back. There was something the two of them could do.
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Salasmir took in a deep breath of self-approval.

He’d confessed his love affair to his closest confidant. What now could stop him? His wife? She would hear of it soon. Once she knew the power he held, there was no way she could leave him. He offered her a prophetic power—one that would be written in history books. No Knight of the old Nine Orders could surpass this great feat. An Artisan had granted another living being Ascension.

If only his sister were around to see where he was now. Or his niece; she was on the front lines still. The last report Salasmir had gotten, Janilynn was pulling back after a successful attack against a Hardranian force attempting to break into the Dawn City. Now she had the Stained to worry about. And Salasmir had the power to help her.

His feet pounded on stone through rugged carpet. Meeting with Telvath would be the appropriate first act of an Artisan. The old High King who had nearly allowed the world to turn to ruin because of a vendetta. What was it that was so terrifying to him?

Stalhom’s men guarded the King. The Stalwart were all but relieved since Salasmir had taken command over the rebuilding of the kingdom. The two knights bowed their heads as Salasmir strode through the door. Telvath stood by the window, looking out to the open sea. Waves crashed below on the rocks of Stalhom’s Isle—the God Emperor’s Isle—as they always had, only now Salasmir heard them as an Artisan.

“Telvath,” he said. “What on Maetlynd happened?”

“What do you mean? You don’t seriously believe him, do you?”

Salasmir was dumbfounded. He sat at the empty table. “He is the new God Emperor.”

“A self-anointed God Emperor?” Telvath said. “I would never hire someone to do my bidding. Let alone kill Viyala.” He slumped across from Salasmir. “I don’t understand. Stalhom must be power hungry. There can be no other explanation.”

“Be careful, Telvath.” Salasmir’s presence forced the former High King to now meet his eyes. “That’s our new leader. The one who will bring peace to Maetlynd and bring the armies from Mercy to heel.”

“What army? You fought them off at Kaneretta. They’re gone!” Telvath leaned forward in his chair. “We have been traveling together for so long, Salasmir. Certainly you know your friend well enough to know he hasn’t betrayed your trust.” Telvath’s head tilted.

“There may be a lot I do not know. And for that I am sorry. I would have counseled you against it.”

“Why don’t you go ask that assassin yourself? See if you can retrieve an answer in private, the way Stalhom must have.”

A knock came at the door before it swung open. The God Emperor himself. “Telvath.” Stalhom entered the room and gently closed the door behind him. “I had thought better of you.”

Telvath nearly chuckled. “This has to be a joke you’re playing on me, old friend.”

“I am afraid not,” Stalhom said. He lifted a flagon of mead from one of the dressers. “Nearly empty I see. I guess I understand why one would need a drink after such a revelation.”

“I did nothing, Stalhom. And you know it.”

“God Emperor, Telvath—that is what they call me now. No longer will Artisans refuse titles. You have had too much autonomy. There has been little discipline from my end and therefore Maetlynd’s condition is my fault.”

“The assassin lied to you, Stalhom. I never hired another man to kill anyone.”

“But what of Salasmir on the way here? Was he not in your employ? Was it not he who took the life of a young soldier who begged for mercy?”

“That was a different circumstance,” Telvath said. “And there was no need to raise any awareness since it was out in the middle of nowhere. We must have been the first people on that lake in months.”

Stalhom shook his head, his jaw clenched tight. “There is no point now, Telvath. It is too late. We know your wrongdoings.” Stalhom pushed the glass door to the balcony open, moving the crimson curtains aside to allow the moonlight further into the room. “Salasmir, when it comes to politics—I am certain you understand—sometimes you must do what is needed to bring a better world forward. You have been doing this the whole time you have served Telvath. Killing that young man in the forest was example enough.”

Salasmir nodded. Where was the God Emperor going with this?

“I need you to do it, Salasmir. Show me you can use your newfound powers. Control them, and perform the same duty as when you were in that forest. Only now you need not swing a blade and bloody your hands. You simply—toss your worries into the wind.”

“What are you implying, Stalhom? You would kill an old King? Instead of offering a man exile, you offer him torment in the moments before his death.” Telvath looked at his old friend, the features on his face softening. “Surely, Salasmir, you see the madness for yourself.”

Salasmir moved his eyes from the God Emperor back to Telvath. He felt the burning up his spine. There was no Runestone in his vicinity, nor was it needed. Is this really what it feels like? The surge coursed through him, his spine warmed and chilled all at the same time. He reached out a hand for Telvath, only he need not touch his throat at all.

Telvath grasped for his neck, choking on the dense air that suddenly filled the room. The waves below crashed harder and harder. Purple tendrils gripped the old King’s neck.

In the corner of his eye, Salasmir saw Stalhom smiling. “It always enters the mind. The Blight itself was a curse,” he said. “The poison of vengeance is one for which there is no antidote. This old King will try to bury us both. He will try to take back your powers. He once felt the same warmth up his spine. He chose to forego it at the behest of the kingdom. What kind of man does that? Only to turn around and use his power to conspire in the death of an innocent woman?”

Salasmir felt the life draining from his old friend. But it was necessary. Salasmir always knew the feeling of power wasn’t easy to behold. But he was up for the challenge. He accepted the pain. He accepted the responsibility.

He thrust Telvath out of his chair, his feet dragging along the carpeted floors. He walked with his old friend over to the balcony as Stalhom moved out of Salasmir’s way. Even the God Emperor moves out of the way for his Artisan to administer justice. Telvath couldn’t scream, the hold of Salasmir’s power was too strong. Pressure built up behind his eyes, and tears followed. It was his friend. But he needed to do this.

For Maetlynd. For the God Emperor. For his newly bestowed power.

One heartbeat, Telvath was within the chamber. The next, he was tossed over the rushing waves to the stones below. The old King was no more. Vengeance had no place in high office. He saw it with his nephew and the death Erevayn had caused, and now he watched it happen with a dear friend. Salasmir was always ready to make the hard choice. It felt as if he had spent most of his life preparing for this power. Had he been too easy on Erevayn? Perhaps he should have done something similar to him. Perhaps then Kythos’ daughter would still be alive.

He breathed heavily, taking in Telvath’s death.

He couldn’t even scream, Salasmir thought, looking at his own hands, trying to pull in some air.

A hand landed on his shoulder. A gentle grasp, friendly even. The God Emperor giving him the confidence to lead with only a touch. “That needed to happen,” Stalhom said. “We may now progress. We may now prepare for the war to come. The war of old glory and vendetta is over. The one against pure evil shall now begin.”

Salasmir turned, still breathing heavily. He bowed his head to hide the tears that fell to the stones and crashing waves below. The stones of the Isles bearing the weight of the ocean as Salasmir now bore a weight wholly similar. There would be time to mourn his old friend later. Now—he must prepare for the wars to come.

[image: ]

Kalatari troops nearly trampled their cart on the way in.

Something was happening, but Dullo couldn’t find out what. Every soldier he asked ignored him, and he didn’t want to draw more attention to his cart and Tiliya or Rilen by pushing the issue.

They had made it to Dul’Vulgo and now had the opportunity to sail across the Sundered Sea. The boatswain slipped him and the girls aboard, giving them his regular private quarters, and they were set to sail. They would stop at Stalhom’s Isle as Dullo always did. The leadership sometimes would pity the crimson-marked, if they weren’t full Merciani. So perhaps he’d have a chance to get some rest away from the ship for a day or two while he sniffed out information on any more potential redborn that needed saving.

Tiliya and Rilen looked comfortable enough, even though it took them half a day to get over a rude sailor storming away after seeing Rilen’s marks. But it didn’t matter anymore. They were soon to be in Kaneretta. And that place was becoming a waterfall paradise, at least the way the Merciani were helping build it up.

Dullo sat on the stern of the ship, watching the Kalatari forces gather and arm, beginning to march east.

War was coming, that much Dullo knew.

No one around truly knew why. That answer would be on the Isles. Merin was right; the mountains wouldn’t be safe for the marked. But it was up to Dullo now. He would try to get a scribe to Merin as soon as he made it to the Isles, since no other Runeborn he knew were local. What a relief it would be to hear from his old lover, for he missed him more as days passed.


Chapter 45
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Hayde coughed up water.

He remembered the feeling of dragging the boy to a safe place ashore before laying on his back.

Neera.

His eyes shot open. Why didn’t he think? She needed him more than that boy. But Hulin reminded him of Cyril. And he had left Cyril, too.

The stars were bright above, the waterfall shouting in the distance behind him. Hulin lay on his left, his chest moving. How far were they now from that flowing water? He saw a body floating along the edge of the river. One of Kalinuo’s men. The moonlight gave enough light for Hayde to jump in after him. He heaved the man ashore, muck weighing him down. Even Hulin tried to help with what little energy he had, but he fell back after seeing the man’s face. It was battered in, crushed by a boulder.

Skif was dead. Hayde knew it, but clung to whatever life remained. He pumped his hands into the man’s chest, one wrapped over the other, trying to get the water from his system. He tilted him on his side and punched Skif’s back. He hit harder and harder, but nothing worked. Hulin kept rising and falling, coughing and clearing muck and water from his own lungs. Hayde gave one last heavy strike, breathing in air himself, remembering how precious it was when he struggled to find the surface moments earlier.

He looked back to the south—what he thought was the south. The waterfall was out of sight now but sounded in the distance. Maybe if they worked toward it they would be able to find Neera. He looked at Hulin. The boy still fought to stay alive. The waterfall had taken a lot from him. Neera would wash up on shore. Of course she would. She wouldn’t suffer the same fate as the body before him now. She couldn’t. She was immortal to Hayde. There was nothing that could take her from him. Besides himself.

He felt it now. Even as he gulped down air next to the dead body of Kalinuo’s man. Loneliness.

“What the fuck,” Hulin said, his young voice speaking through a throat full of grit. Something Cyril might say.

Behind them the water continued to flow. They were on the edge of another copse of trees, with only the moonlight to guide their way. Hayde sat, despondent, resting from the exertion of trying to resuscitate a familiar face.

What was left of Skif’s eyes were open. The body reeked. There was something about the suddenness of death that always smelled the most awful. Hayde placed his hands over the man’s eyes, shutting them as peacefully as he could. Though his fingers only found one, considering the other had been smashed into his temple. He turned to the side to throw up.

Another couple of bodies had washed up on the shore only paces away. How hadn’t he seen them before?

He struggled upright, the muck trying to hold him down. It took all his strength and more to reach them. It was Erevayn. The Vileborn woman was unmoving beside him, the baby clasped tight to her. The Aranari’s arms reached over the woman’s legs, like he had carried her to shore himself. But he too was unmoving.

Hayde shoved the woman over as gently as he could, setting Erevayn on his back. He pumped at his chest. Nothing.

He flipped him on his side and punched at his back, digging his fist deep. He had awoken once to his stepfather doing the same to him, after nearly drowning Hayde himself. He punched harder and harder, hearing the sounds of the river and the crickets between the fleshy thuds.

His face was somehow peaceful. Erevayn had felt the peace of sacrifice before losing consciousness. Not today, you fucking bastard.

“Wake the fuck up!” The urge was strong. I don’t want to be alone, Hayde thought.

He punched harder and harder. Erevayn reeled and choked, spitting out water. Hayde hadn’t expected the flood of relief. He turned to his sister to share the joy. She wasn’t there. Only Hulin standing, his hands over his face, likely thinking of Bolin.

Erevayn’s eyes flickered open to the sight of the woman’s unmoving body, cradling the dead baby. As he lifted her head, blood pooled beneath his hands. “Fuck!” he shouted into the night, hacking and coughing. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”

Hayde stood, putting his hands through his hair. It was all for nothing. They were alone. He reached over to pull the baby from the woman’s arms, closing his eyes as he held it. He had always thought he’d make a good father, but it seemed likely he’d never have the chance. It seemed that day would never come.

Erevayn forced himself up. “Couldn’t you leave me? I was so close.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“I was right there. I was sailing to Mercy.”

“The fuck you weren’t, lad. I punched you till you woke up—and that’s the quickest way about it.”

Hayde laid the baby beside its aunt, keeping an ear to the forest. They weren’t concealed even though the water flowed. Who knew what the trees hid. And that realization sank in for Erevayn as well. He stopped rocking the woman back and forth, his gaze finding the river.

Hayde checked the long hilt of his twinblade, ensuring both blades were still sheathed. Then he reached to the pouch on his belt where he hid Merin’s stromlyre. He hadn’t lost it, but now was no time to play it.

Erevayn gently laid the woman’s body down, blinking softly as he rose. He must have heard the sounds of paddles on water, as Hayde had. The waterfall in the distance nearly covered it, but his sharp senses noticed the variation in the ambient sounds around them.

It was methodical. There was somebody rowing nearby. He looked for his bow. It wouldn’t have mattered—his quiver was empty. All his arrows had been expended on those creatures however many thousands of feet above.

“Stay right where you are,” a voice rang out. Hayde was angry with himself. There was fear in the voice, whether the man was aware of it or not. “Do not move, or we will shoot.”

“You’re going to shoot a couple of unarmed men and a boy?” Hayde held his arms up now. There was no mistaking the sound of a bow being drawn.

“Clever trick, Stained scum. One of Ilanudin’s men I presume?”

“What? Who the fuck is that?” Hayde turned, spotting a vessel that carried five figures. Two women, three men. “You have us,” he said. “What is it you expect to take from us?”

One of the men halted the boat, pulling it closer to the shore. Erevayn glared at their captors.

“I imagine you created that noise?”

“What noise?”

“The loud boom. The one that echoed through the swamps,” the voice said. They sounded measured. Whoever they were, their faces were elaborately tattooed. A Silder whose gray skin seemed almost white in the moonlight. His white hair was mottled and tied back, his eyes swollen. Dark blood drenched his leather armor.

Could they be the same folks who camped outside that gate? Securing bodies of women and taking them through the madness of the Blight.

“And what is a Drowned doing in these parts?” Hayde asked, using the derogatory word for Silder.

“That’s none of your business,” the man answered, his voice still measured.

“Come now, Steyvin,” another voice said. “There is no need for such aggression. They have no weapons. And this one’s eyes are of the Stained.”

One of the women sat up now, hauling the boat to shore along with the man who had challenged the angry Silder. Her violet eyes penetrated the night. Her fair gray skin appeared soft, but her dark hair was mottled, too.

“Yeah, Steyvin—we have no weapons,” Hayde said. He held out his arms, Hulin mirroring him.

“Then what’s that on your waist?” another voice asked. This man was the largest of the bunch. Dark skinned with white braids of hair clipping over the center of his head, the sides trimmed completely bald.

Hayde looked down, then back at the Hardranian with a smile. “Well—my hands are up anyways. I won’t use it. Long as you don’t kill us. Are you a part of those fucks up in the mountain?”

Those in the boat looked at each other, confused. “No,” Steyvin said.

There was another younger, attractive woman, her eyes almost whited over as she looked down on the kneeling Hayde from the boat. She had markings all over her face and neck. A witch, then. But she still appeared so young.

“You’re an odd group to be floating around together,” Hayde said.

“You’re lucky we were,” the Hardranian man said. He too bore some markings on his face and scalp. The bare parts of his head shone a bright luminescence in the moonlight. “We should have killed you before we landed. But you look like a few of the people who match the descriptions we were given.”

Another like him sat, holding the last oar.

The boat made land and the larger man stepped out.

“Descriptions?” Hayde met Erevayn’s eyes, which went wide with shock.

“My blade. Hayde, I need my blade,” he said.

“Steyvin, please, dim your anger,” the Hardranian said. The younger woman leaned to whisper in the ear of the one they called Steyvin.

“Those two bodies are cursed.” Steyvin’s voice was still filled with anger.

“Ah, I forgot,” the Hardranian said as he reached into the boat. “We found a blade—yours, I presume? You must earn our trust first. We were told you have something we need. A particular Runestone—looks like this.” He reached back into the boat, unwrapping a Tear of his own.

“How did you get that?” Erevayn shot up. Hayde didn’t know if he was asking about the blade or the Tear.

The large man placed the items back in the boat. Steyvin pulled back on the bowstring.

“Relax. We may have the same intentions. Like I said, I cannot give you your blade back yet. Aranari Kaledar don’t usually wash up ashore next to an old cursed swamp. Especially ones who bear a Mark of the Exile.” The man’s eyes fell to Erevayn’s torn tunic, Merin’s Tear still hanging about his neck. “Seems you do have what we’re looking for.”

Erevayn’s Exile Mark was visible for all to see under the shadow of his single mangled pauldron. It looked different than the last time Hayde saw it.

The Hardranian man rolled up his sleeve, a similar Mark leading from the bottom of his bicep all the way to his wrist. It was covered in white and red ink, emphasizing and contouring the Mark around his dark skin. “They call me the Exile King.” He smiled. “My name is Halvayne—nice to meet you.”

Erevayn scowled and Halvayne’s smile fell away. “I see you hold hatred toward me.”

“You’re of the clan who killed my wife,” Erevayn said.

Halvayne’s eyes wandered, sifting the night air for an answer. “Ah. I was not a part of that clan—no.” He shook his head in disapproval. “But I may know who indeed was involved in it.”

Erevayn hesitated. “I don’t believe you.”

“Believe what you want,” Halvayne said. “You won’t be getting your blade back yet.”

Hayde spoke up now. “How did you come across it?”

“It washed up back there,” Halvayne said, tilting his head behind him to the deep brush of the swamp that shone in the moonlight. “Lucky it stuck up out of the muck. The undergrowth of these waters usually takes no prisoners.”

“Did you see anyone else? Further down the river?” Erevayn heaved himself upright.

The witch hopped out of the boat, inspecting the bodies of the woman and baby.

“I said they’re cursed.” Steyvin pulled back a little harder on the string. One would think it would snap with how furiously he gripped the fletching as it brushed his cheek.

“Silence,” Halvayne said. “Let her have a look.”

The witch pressed a hand to her forehead, then down into Falenta’s unmoving chest before reaching to place the baby back into her dead arms.

“Come now, Steyvin,” Hayde said. “You can clearly see we are no threat to you. If you want to kill us, you can do it as we sit across from you and eat. I am starving.” He scratched the top of his head, water dripping from his sleeves. “You said you saw no one else?”

“The river splits off to the east,” Halvayne said. “There are two exits on the top of that waterfall—if that is where you fell from.” Halvayne nodded to Erevayn’s necklace once more. “If you have that Tear, then you are who we are looking for. With that, we may have interest in finding your friends.”

Erevayn’s eyes drifted to his own torso, his necklace hanging outside the wet tunic.

“You don’t seem too saddened by this one’s death.” Halvayne looked down at Skif, still lying on his side where Hayde had pulled him up to shore.

“He was a good fighter,” Hayde said. “Let us not eat. Let us find our friends first and then we can partake in food. Perhaps you have something to give our boy?”

“We have something for the boy, to be certain.” The witch’s voice sounded sweet and caring. Her eyes were fiery with the light of the Dusk. “You too must be hungry?”

“We must travel east then?” Steyvin asked Halvayne.

His eyes veered back in the direction of the swamp and then forward to the east. Crickets filled the void between words. “We can travel, yes. There’s a good chance they’ll wash up even further south, with how that stream goes. They could be miles away, dial-turns of travel. May not be as safe at night.”

“We can’t wait,” Erevayn said, stepping forward. Steyvin put his hand on his hilt. “But they have something you’re looking for?”

“Perhaps someone,” Halvayne said. “But we have to eat now. We will rest and make a fire. Perhaps you can tell us what happened up there. I’m awfully curious as to what could make such a loud noise… any pieces you can put together are helpful.” Halvayne, smiling, dropped his gaze to Merin’s Tear.

Erevayn didn’t hide the gem, nor did he hide the anger still surging within him.

Hayde turned around. “I’m going—I cannot wait.”

“You cannot,” Halvayne broke in. “Between here and where your friends might be, there could be enemies marching, or Haltar. Speaking of possible enemies,” he continued, nodding down to Hayde’s belt, “hand it over.”

Hayde reluctantly passed over the blade. His spear was nowhere to be found.

At least the man was honest. Dense brush grew to the east. The region was swampy all around, and he had heard horror stories of the Haltar. Besides, Neera could be with Alevist. Alevist would take care of her.

He looked to Erevayn. “Maybe they didn’t fall down the falls at all. Perhaps a fire would be a bright idea to help them find us.”

“If it is a fire we are to be making, then we must go north a dial,” Halvayne said. “I do not wish to face a giant crocodile this evening.”
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Erevayn tended the flickering fire.

He had used the flint that the woman they called Bryseis had thrown him. It lit the branches and kindling rather fast. “A Weaver?” he asked.

She smiled and nodded.

The group sat around the fire. The journey in the darkness wasn’t ideal. A lot of muck and too much moisture for Erevayn’s liking. The sound of their feet slopping through the dense mud of the brush still sounded in his head.

“What happened up there?” Halvayne sat down now, prodding at the flames with the hilt of one of his axes. “You didn’t see or hear the boom either?”

Erevayn let out a laugh. “I shot down a waterfall holding a woman and a baby. There wasn’t much I could feel, honestly. It all seems a blur to me.”

“It is a miracle you survived,” Bryseis said.

“Not if you see the Mark about his chest.” The other woman spoke for the first time. Hayde trudged out of the woods with his shirt hanging over his shoulder, stopping in his tracks as he looked at the woman.

“Ceranna, what do you mean?” Bryseis asked.

The woman only nodded at Erevayn; his tunic still pulled open. Erevayn pulled back the Tear, showing the Mark on the center of his chest, more visible now in the firelight.

Halvayne’s eyes widened, his shock apparent. “How did you get this?”

“’Tis a Mark of Mercy,” the woman said.

Hayde sat back, chewing dried meat. “What are you saying?”

The Hardranian’s mouth opened and closed. “You’re supposed to be…” He shook his head.

“The Mark makes you a messenger,” Ceranna said. “And that may be a good or bad thing, depending on who gave it to you.”

Hayde stopped chewing, his hand falling into his lap. “Fuck.”

“What was it you saw up there?” Halvayne asked.

“Explaining may make things harder to understand,” Erevayn said. As briefly as he could, he told of the captive women and caverns dug into the mountains. Their fight out and the blind woman they had seen within. The evil that stewed there.

He restrained his anger toward Halvayne’s kind now. Despite renouncing vengeance, a piece of him was tempted by his blade. To fight the man, and kill him. Or to get names of those who committed the crime—or their family’s names.

“So it is the Outer Gods who seek retribution once again,” the witch said. “They are breeding a force to finish what they started three decades ago. A Tear to help them, and a bloodline of those equipped to bear a competent force. No longer is it only a disease that drives men mad. It will methodically raise itself an army.”

Erevayn started to put the pieces together. The Outer Gods? The Will of Blood and Chaos? The Will of Crimson? So she wasn’t lying. His mind raced with the possibilities. All he had been told about who he should become.

“And you have been Marked by their mercy. Like a rotten promise.”

The witch’s voice bit into him, the Mark beneath the Tear radiating warmth. Why him? He hadn’t been born of vile. Why would the Outer Gods choose him to bring this force to bear? If it let him crush those who took everything from him—would the innocent lives lost in the fray matter? He would say no. He could simply refuse to deliver their message. Or perhaps there was another way. Perhaps control of such a force could be used for good.

There was no use for the thought now. Surely he could consult Alevist, partaking of the wisdom from the old Knight of the Nine.

The bushes rustled. Erevayn instinctively reached around his back as he stood up, trying to grasp at his blade. No, Halvayne had it by his side. It could be Neera, Alevist, Valdus, and Kalinuo. Maybe they were able to journey down the mountains. No. Not enough time had passed.

“Who wishes to share our fire?” Halvayne’s voice echoed into the night.

Shapes burst from the woods. Steyvin, standing to unsheathe his longblade, collapsed under two men. Erevayn too was tackled, unable to break free. The fall and the hike to the campsite had weakened him. He wished he had his blade as he stared at Hayde and the boy Hulin, both getting their hands tied. Bryseis was also wrapped up, her vambraces torn off, her wrists and palms then grasped by a stronger man.

“What the hell is this?” Halvayne’s voice was muffled by mud. A tall Amrinil man breached the tree line behind them. Halvayne’s head was pulled back by one of the attackers, turned in the direction of the man. “Ilanudin. What the fuck is this? I thought we had an agreement.”

Halvayne’s other man was caught underneath two more bodies.

“I don’t see my men with you,” the Amrinil said mildly. There was something familiar about him.

Ilanudin. Viyala’s father. “Ilanudin?”

“Erevayn—the Exile. I had known you were in the mountains. Tell me—” Ilanudin broke off, his eyes veering to Erevayn’s necklace. “Ah—so you do have what we seek.”

“The Tear? How would you know—” The pieces fell together in his mind. He hadn’t heard from Viyala in a while. Was she not only a vassal for Salasmir but also for her own father? Was he being played for a fool the whole time? How could her father know of Erevayn’s connection to any Tear, other than through her? Erevayn slumped. The flames highlighted Ilanudin’s sharp jawline and darkened hair. An odd comfort rose within him at the feeling of Viyala’s necklace pressing in his pocket against his thigh, for he had nearly forgotten it was there.

Ilanudin strode around the fire, examining each of them. “Where is the rest of your group?” He yanked Erevayn’s Tear away, cutting the leather around his neck with a blade. He then walked over to the other Hardranian, tied up and struggling beneath two Amrinil. He reached his blade down to the man’s throat.

Halvayne’s eyes shut slowly.

“They’re still on top of the mountain,” Hayde said. “We all fell from a wooden bridge and they watched us fall. It’ll be days until they’re down.”

Ilanudin examined Hayde. The trees behind them rustled, and Ilanudin shifted his focus. He turned away. “Come, Halvayne. We will take you and your new friends back to our camp and you can explain what became of my two men.”

Halvayne snarled, teeth clenched. “What about the rest of mine?”

Ilanudin scoffed, smiling as he looked over his shoulder. “They’re all dead.” He then sliced the throat of the bound Hardranian, his blood oozing into the grass.

The Amrinil men pushed them across an open meadow. Erevayn twisted, relief filling him at the sight of one of the men carrying his sword.

At least they’re giving us a chance, he thought. In my hands, you are danger.

Blades of grass whispered under their wet footsteps as the night carried on. Erevayn put his bound hands over his pocket, feeling for Viyala’s necklace, but hoping to find his flask.

Gods, I need a drink.


Chapter 46
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Thump—thump—thump.

Alevist’s eyes opened as he felt the flow of water pushing against his back. His blade was in front of him, shoved against a rock. There was still a ringing in his ears. He couldn’t remember why. Why did his head hurt so badly?

He heard someone coughing up water. It was Linera. Her hair was beautiful. “Linera,” he whispered, lifting his head out of the water and blinking hard. But something within him was empty as he looked at her. Something he hadn’t been able to put a finger on since he had felt his light go out.

The woman looked to him, still fighting the water in her lungs. “What?” she said. “What the hell did you say?”

It was Neera’s voice. They were together on top of the mountain, after he had seen his wife. After he had felt her trying to speak to him. “Neera?” He blinked harder and harder as she came into view. His vision blurred and focused in the light of the full moon. It was Neera.

He dragged himself onto the sandbar where they’d washed up. “Kalinuo,” Alevist said. “Valdus!”

The thumping persisted. On the other side of the rock, a body beat up against part of the stone-laced log from above. It started coming back to him. The loud blast. Like a gunhildr, if it were the size of a boulder. What was that? The feeling of the fight as he strained his Will against whatever power that creature was using.

He kneeled down to turn Kalinuo’s body over. He tossed the log that kept whacking against the limp figure away, hoping it might comfort him. He wasn’t conscious. Perhaps he was at peace. Alevist didn’t care. He listened to the man’s airways and turned him to his side, punching away at his back.

Kalinuo’s face and hair dripped onto the sandy shores. Neera got up and came over, trying to hold Kalinuo’s body still. “He’s still alive, he’s breathing.” The man had lost two sons in one night.

Aulder, Alevist remembered. My boy.

He punched harder at the man’s back, his hand nearly breaking against the crimson-marked spine. Kalinuo started coughing.

Neera rubbed gently at Kalinuo’s shoulders as he coughed more water up. “Where is my son?”

Neera shushed him.

Alevist wasn’t familiar with his surroundings, so his instincts brought him sharply alert. Maybe those creatures had chased them down the falls. They seemed privy to feats of unreal prowess.

“He is with my brother. That—I can say.” Neera’s voice was soft, solemn even.

Alevist couldn’t push down the twinge of worry. There was something within him still connected to Erevayn. He couldn’t quite pin it down. But the voice in the caverns above—the voice of his dead wife—still rang within him. The message she was trying to deliver through that demon’s guise. Something ate away at him still.

Valdus staggered over from farther up the sandbar. “They must’ve fallen down the north falls,” he said, coughing.

“Then they are alive? You know this?” Kalinuo sat up now, desperation in his eyes. He wiped away water from his face, tears likely mixed with the river’s water. Alevist sat back, unable to offer any encouragement.

Alevist blinked away the images of his wife. He blinked away the look Erevayn had given him. The arrogance and hatred within him frightened Alevist. It brought to mind his dream in front of the Sacred Woods. The devious smile of his apprentice, a set of wings like those of whoever or whatever had taken over his wife’s body—the blade cutting across his daughter’s neck once more.

“We need to find them,” Kalinuo said. “Where are we?”

“We’re likely east of them,” Valdus said. “There’s a chance we are further south. They could have washed up in the Haltar swamp for all we know. By the time we get to that area they could have moved on. We must rest.” His words were sharp, painful even, but they were true.

Kalinuo bowed his head and bellowed into his hands. The crimson marks around his neck nearly pulsated from his tanned skin.

“I can’t reach out to him—Erevayn hadn’t finished harnessing his Runestones,” Alevist said.

Kalinuo ripped his hands from his face, a sense of hope gleaming in his eyes.

Alevist picked up his blade finally, examining it. The crimson edge seemed to be unmarked by the cutting it had done above. The Runestone was still gently in place. The Runestone.

Alevist’s eyes widened. The Tear was missing.

Thud—thud. The thudding continued; that damned noise.

There was a radiating essence about it, though.

Thud—thud. Fuck, that noise.

It grew louder and sharper. Like gemstone on stone. His eyes found the Tear, jammed upon a crimson vein a few strides away. Thud—thud. Alevist breathed out a sigh of relief.

He stood over the Tear for a moment, the shimmering gem now half as bright as when he'd received it. A part of him wanted to let it sit there. He wanted to forget the Tear ever existed. It was harnessed out of a man of pure good, but the evil it drew made him want to turn away and never look back. But if it fell into the wrong hands… He reached down to pick it up, feeling the radiating essence.

“We’ll figure this out. I need to find my brother, Kal needs to find his son, and you—need to find Erevayn.” Neera’s voice was gentle and reassuring. He swore then that he heard Linera once more, her soft voice still fresh in his mind. Something inside reached out to him, beckoning him further. But something else prevented it.

“Erevayn knows we need to go to the Dawn Tree—to Edelvin,” Alevist said. He turned to see Kalinuo’s reaction; the man shook his head in frustration. It wasn’t directed toward Alevist, but it was certainly a testament to their situation.

That was where they needed to go. “But first, we find them.”

“I’ll take the first guard,” Kalinuo said.

The only light around them was the moon reflecting off the ripples in the water. They could be miles from the rest of their group. There was no guarantee they had even survived the fall, and if they had, there was no guarantee they’d survive a Haltar attack. Alevist had to do something he hadn’t in a while—hope.

Hope.

First, they would search for their comrades. Then he would lead them to where it all began. And if they couldn’t find the lost party, they would head there still. And he would wait for Erevayn. And he would wait for Harglon.

Perhaps on the way, passing through the woods of Thonn, he would find a semblance of his dead wife. Perhaps he would find some sign he had missed all those years ago that his son had truly perished, for within him, a voice started to speak differently; that hidden, beckoning voice.

The world was not good. The Unity wasn’t all good. There was something the Empyrean wanted gone. Something they strove to end by sending the Blight. Something he and Aranor had prevented from happening. Time was no longer on his side, though he never particularly felt that way to begin with. Waiting out death was a horrid game.

Maybe Merin was right. Perhaps he needed to reach for the prophecy. Valdus, sitting nearby, examined his hammer. That man sought the golden eye for hope, the same way Alevist looked to the Dawn Tree.

Hope for vengeance; hope for a reunion. And perhaps, hope to get closure on the death of Linera. Seeing her now tormented him. And that voice within tormented him further still.

He grabbed the hilt of his blade, the burning sensation tingling up his spine. But the Runestone didn’t respond. Pain still shot through him.

“What’s wrong?” Neera asked.

“My blade—it won’t light,” he said. He tried once more, reaching within himself, pushing into the darkness and urging it forward. Nothing. It felt as if an Omen had been placed on him, like someone had used it against him.

“I won’t pretend I ever knew how the Runemarks worked. But I don’t know if you’re doing it right,” she said.

“Of course I am,” Alevist said, examining the center of his blade. No cracks lay in the Runestone glass at the center.

Kalinuo rose to his feet. “I haven’t seen you struggle like this.”

“I will light our way. I’m not worried,” Alevist replied. Something within him still burned as it had on top of the mountain. Though the urging began to fade. The hope he had started to feel moments earlier began to wane. He tried once more, squeezing hard at the reinforced leather wrapping of the hilt. His teeth clenched. Nothing.

“We will try again tomorrow.” Neera placed her hand gently upon his. “We have the moon to light our way for now.”

“Tomorrow,” he repeated.

A strong wind blew through. Fires burned in the distance. What seemed so far away on the mountain top was much closer now. The camps of the Stained King lay within miles of where they were. Best to avoid those for now, Alevist thought. “Let us walk further north and west for now. We will rest and dry our clothes. Kalinuo—you will stand the first guard, as you said.”

The crimson-marked Kalatari nodded, the anger in his face subsiding as a smaller, achievable challenge was placed before him. His son would have to wait another night, as would Neera’s brother. The overwhelming responsibility for Erevayn would as well—and for some reason, that hurt Alevist the most. Blood connected Neera to Hayde and Kalinuo to Hulin. What was it reaching out so hard to speak to him, and what message was it trying to deliver?

Tomorrow, he repeated in his mind. Tomorrow I shall call out once more. But now, I must turn my eyes to the Dawn Tree.


THE BEFORE; AFTER
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01 Epoch of Unity; AR (After Reckoning)

Thonn, East of the Witesands, West of the Capital of Edelvin

Harglon loped after his men.

He deemed himself gratified, having surprised Alevist. There was no way he would have expected to see Harglon ever again—not after taking his stones from his body and handing them over to the Last Artisan. How wrong Alevist had been.

It would likely take days to pry the location of the Tears out of him, but he would tell Harglon’s men—and they would report back. In the meantime, there was other business to attend to.

Two of his men broke off to the east, where Alevist’s second was also being killed or questioned, depending on the methods the others under Harglon’s command chose to use against Artorious. With smoke billowing from the tree line in the distance, he imagined they’d opted for a similar course of action.

“Wait,” Harglon yelled. The men turned their horses back toward their Commander. “It’s time. Bring her here.”

“You said to get her to the Dawn Tree,” one said. Harglon had forgotten his name.

“Oh shut it, Blen,” Fynt said. “Master said bring her. Bring her.”

Blen, that’s his bloodied name, Harglon thought. “Yes, listen to Fynt. The Dawn Tree will be too well guarded.” He pointed over the tree line to the patch of smoke a few miles northeast. “The men have torched Artorious’ house too. Two giant pyres will be cause for concern. So we will do the ceremony here.”

The men trotted over, and shoved Linera off the horse, her eyes still bleeding from the sockets.

“What good is it that she’s dead?”

“She needed to cross over.” Harglon peeled off his gloves. “She needed to touch Mercy.”

“And the eyes,” Blen started, scratching at his face under his mask. “We had to take her eyes?”

“Stalhom says if you take the eyes in this life, you can see more vividly into the next. She needs to be our messenger. She needs to let those in Mersianei know they cannot come back. It’s our next and only defense for the inevitable. So Stalhom says.”

“And why her?” Fynt asked. He was usually quiet, which Harglon had grown to appreciate, but the question was fair. And for a man who asked little, he felt it important to bestow at least some wisdom.

“She was one of the greatest of her clan. The Amrinil were directly created in the Godmother’s image. Linera was said to be the closest in beauty, and as you can see, that was true—before I took her eyes.”

“So… like a memory for the Gods?”

“Right,” Harglon said. “Now, lay her down and rip open her shirt.”

Fynt obeyed. Her bare chest showed, bloodied and mottled with sweat and dirt.

Harglon was nervous about the next steps. He had heard that Duliath failed to augment himself with a Tear, only killing himself in the process. This procedure was based on Stalhom’s training, and Harglon was no Artisan. He reluctantly pulled out the Tear from his satchel. The one taken from the underground of Kaneretta.

“Turn around, men. If something happens, let Stalhom know I tried my best.”

“What exactly are you doing?” Blen asked

Fynt knocked him on the back of his head, and they turned away, Blen sighing with his unsated curiosity.

Fynt had always been Harglon’s most trusted servant, as Harglon was now Stalhom’s.

Harglon looked down at the face of the woman. He ripped a strip of linen from her shirt, wrapping it around her head and covering her empty sockets. Most of the blood had dried, but the makeshift bandage still became soaked.

He held Yultyd’s Tear up, dangling from a necklace. The fist and bones within were still shaped beautifully, like a true tear—asymmetrical and imperfect. It was melded into crimson stone, something Stalhom had a Vileborn Cleaver forge into the special Runestone before having him killed. For Linera to truly connect with Mercy, Stalhom thought it best she be tied to the other world. And the crimson stone seemed the only way.

Why would Stalhom seek an alliance with the forces that fled? They were weak—Harglon had fought them himself before he grew greedy. But that greed was going to lead him and his Bloünine to new rulership over Maetlynd. Stalhom knew of Harglon’s attempted sacrifice. His attempt at imbuing the Dawn Tree with an Outer Will to prevent the crimson necrosis from spreading. Only, Alevist had stopped the necrosis, after that pulse had spread from the Dawn Tree.

A part of Harglon wanted to take the stone, using Stalhom’s training to embed it within himself as he had with many Runestones before. His hunger for the pain grew as he stared at it, spinning in the ash and the midday sun. He took in a deep breath before letting it out and placing the Tear over Linera’s chest.

Next was the hard part.

He remembered the incantation, for he had tortured a Merciani himself to learn it. Stalhom, too, had practiced it. The words were what mattered—the tongue it was said in, not so important.

He pressed down, reaching into the powers of his own Runestones, feeling them at the base of his chest, where they were once open wounds without power. But now, as he had when he healed Alevist before raising him in the tree to hang, he felt it course through every inch of his body. Chills ran up his spine, his fingers tingling. The base of his palm felt the weight of the Tear pressing against it. He smelled the air through the ash, taking in the scent of a nearby leaf burning on a tree branch.

He looked up to the sky, closing his eyes, and pressed down into Linera’s chest, skin and bones breaking under his hands. Blood pooled through the creases of his fingers as he twisted and groaned with pleasure at the pain seeping into his own palm; the sharpness of the edges around the stone also embedding inside of him.

“Tu ston dlin. Tu ston kai. Tu ston til shahf.”

You are our deliverer. You are our messenger. You are true unity.

Muttering the words, joy raged again. The joy of the pain within him. Her body convulsed. He pressed harder and harder as the blood around the Tear bubbled, the heat now burning Harglon’s hands. He clenched his teeth and smiled through the pain, as he had so often before.

The stone sunk into the woman, leaving no scar—only a slight change in the angle of her chest from caving in the bones. They started to crack back together, reforming. Harglon stepped back, listening and still feeling the joy.

His men came over, blades drawn and ready. Nothing. Then a Mark seared through the center of her chest—one Harglon had never seen.

Her body lay still. They sat, Alevist’s grunts echoing in the distance over the next turn of the dial. The sun shifted overhead, and still nothing happened.


“It’s useless.” Harglon stood up. I have wasted a Tear. This will be most unpleasant to report.

He was expected back in the Isles within the week. His men could handle it. They too were trusted by Stalhom, though not in the way Harglon was. They would be able to scribe his stone with any updates. That was what Stalhom expected, besides. For once he had more information on where Alevist had placed the Tears, he would be able to send a larger force back to Taldreas, all in Harglon’s confidence.

“Fynt,” he said. “I want you and Blen to stay with the body.”

“She’s not moving, Lord,” Blen said.

It was true, Linera was dead, and the word of the Vileborn was wrong. She was supposed to awaken. She was supposed to acquire all sorts of powers, not least the ability to go back to Mercy, from where the Artisans themselves had come.

Fynt turned his head slowly to his companion. Harglon, too, stared blank-faced at Blen. “Take a ship out of Amrine, not too near Hardrada,” Harglon said, looking at Fynt. “Do you have enough of those marks?”

“We do, Lord.”

“Scribe me if anything changes. If not, leave her. Let the dirt take her. Alevist will die after he tells us where the Tears are, but bury him. Bury him deep.”

He wanted to stay to watch the Daemonine die. But Harglon was born anew with the trust given to him by Stalhom. The Last Artisan had counseled him against his need for vengeance. So, he would have to leave to prove to his new master all that he had learned.

Fynt nodded, for what else would the former Drogunine do.

“We do dirty work, so the rest of Maetlynd never has to see another Reckoning. Remember that,” Harglon said, eyeing Blen. The man was also former Drogunine, but he had been initiated right before the Reckoning happened, and so, was kept close as Stalhom’s personal guard. He didn’t have the same experience as Fynt, so perhaps that was something he needed to hear.
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Something in the words Harglon last spoke still rang in Fynt’s head.

He felt as if he himself was finally trusted. He could’ve earned that trust with Stalhom, but had squandered it in Kaneretta. Letting a man who bore no Runestone take all the glory. That was something Fynt needed to live down, and Harglon’s trust was a way of getting there fast.

“You’re a fool, you know that,” Fynt said, shaking his head.

Blen scoffed. “I figure she’s dead, Fynt.”

“Yeah, but you said it to Harglon. You nit.”

“Whatever,” Blen said, dropping down as he leaned over his bent knees, resting against a nearby tree. Both men kept their longblades in hand.

Fynt felt grateful to have been able to keep his. But being demoted to a Kaledar? That seemed a bit of a stretch. Though every member of the Nine Orders who chose to stay did the same.

A step back to take larger steps forward, Stalhom had said—whatever that meant.

Through the brush they could hear Alevist struggling. So many stories about how great a man he was, and he fell so fast. Though he and Linera had killed a good number of their men. Fynt admittedly wasn’t proud to have killed the little girl. Fynt held her little arms back, and feeling the strength of her had made him want to let go. Such will in a child.

He hated having done it, but no one would ever know. And Harglon even touched Fynt’s shoulder, telling him it was the will of the Gods.

Fynt sat up, shocked he had forgotten.

He grabbed Blen’s shoulder. “You know what happened to that guy’s son?”

Blen smacked away his hand. “Nope, don’t think I do.”

“Those men never came back; the ones that went in.”

“Don’t think all of ’em did. Tilvrad came out with a savage bite. But he said the dog and the boy were dead. Besides, the house burned down after that. I think Til even set the fire.”

Fynt sighed, leaning back on the tree and listening to the surroundings. “You’re right. I didn’t hear Til say that. He’s over on Alevist duty?”

Blen nodded, laughing a bit. Fynt needed to lighten him up, the boy was already tough enough on himself as it was. A fool, but critical of himself. That Fynt could give him credit for.


The sun was halfway through setting.

Blen yawned, waking from a short nap. “How long did he say to stay with the body?”

“I imagine we stay till we hear Alevist is done with, then we go bury him.”

“That bastard is still going? I don’t know how he’s doing it.” Blen stuck his ears in the air, listening to the sounds of the evening. “No Amrine are coming?”

“No,” Fynt said. “The Consular’s brother has domain over this region, and Harglon said he’s one to trust.”

“Right,” Blen said.

The body stirred.

“Did you see that?” Fynt said, poking Blen as he finished another yawn.

“What—what do you mean?”

“She moved.” He kept his eyes locked on the body. Linera. She did look beautiful. If she was truly a creation of the Godmother herself, in her image, perhaps Mercy would be a great place to be. But the body stirred, and that set Fynt uneasy.

He stood up, holding his blade out in front of him as he approached the figure.

“I don’t know what Harglon was expecting to happen—the woman’s dead. Just like I said.”

Fynt looked at the blank dead stare of the bandaged eyes. Perhaps she would be like one of those Vilegaur savages, instead of the ideal Harglon said she’d wake as. How would Fynt know?

A bird fluttered in one of the trees, causing Fynt to jump and whirl back. Just a bird. He turned, his sword still held out and then—it was gripped.

The edge of the blade cut into Linera’s hands as she rose quickly, grabbing Fynt’s neck and disarming him in the same sweep. He looked up at the woman, her face blank as she turned his own blade around, piercing him in his chest. As the cold steel cut into him, he heard his bones crack from the force. Shock radiated up his spine before everything went dark.
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Her eyes.

They felt open again. But only the brush of a fall breeze bristled against her skin. She heard screams but saw nothing, only crimson outlines and shapes of trees. A silhouette of a man before her. But she wasn’t in control of her body. Something else moved her forward.

She too gripped a blade, she felt that at least. Where was Alevist? What had happened?

She had so many questions. The last thing she remembered was looking into her husband’s eyes, his body unmoving, surely paralyzed from the cursed arrows that found their mark.

Striking through magicks, the man that charged her was cut down faster than the first, but she had done nothing. Who moved her body? What moved her body?

She turned away from the two dead men at her feet, the cool breeze caressing her bare chest. Something within her warmed still. Something she had never felt before. Something akin to what it felt like to bear a Runestone, but far greater.

She had no control over her body, and she walked away from the sounds of her husband. She knew she was going north, but how far would her body get?

In her own mind she called out to Alevist, desperate for him to answer.


AFTERWORD
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From the Archivist

So, Reader.

Perhaps you now have an idea where this story is going. Or perhaps you think you know.

Through my archiving, I have chosen a structure that yields the truth in the closest way possible.

I urge you to read on, Reader, though I understand why you wouldn’t. Pain is hard to Endure. Though through its enduring, I myself have found a lot of personal growth. So I ponder on the prospect that you might too.

Cheers to danger. Cheers to pain. For without resistance, how do we grow?
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I need to express just how grateful I am for my teachers. Stephen King’s On Writing played a pivotal role in starting me out. As well as Brandon Sanderson’s lecture videos. Timothy Hickson’s On Writing and Worldbuilding playlist was pivotal in developing my craft as were a slew of screenwriting videos and books. Every Dungeon Master that talked about developing campaigns online, thank you.

The shoulders I’m standing on are of the strongest type. Christopher Ruocchio, Steven Erikson, Joe Abercrombie, Tad Williams, Robin Hobb, Hidetaki Miyazaki who created Elden Ring with George R. R. Martin—the list of authors and influences on my work can go on and on.

And of course—in the heart of the work. I must thank Dave Butler… the fastest, brightest Manuscript shot in the Wild West (and author of the Witchy Eye series and much more). He helped me develop the manuscript to a point where I felt I truly had a great story. Gracie York of the York Editing Guild turned that great story into something legible. Thank you Emma for being the first pair of eyes to make sure this puppy was ready for public eyes. And thank you Annette Beatwell from Beatwell Editorial for being my last line of defense. All the diligent work that went into making this a reality has me filled with so much fucking gratitude.

Lastly—truly lastly—I need to express my thankfulness for love and positive energy. It sounds corny, but I’ve been blessed with a lot of that recently.

Stay dangerous,

Chance
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RACES AND ARTISANS/MARTYRS:

Amrinil: Amrine the Martyr

Aranari: Aranor the Martyr

Collasai: No known Artisan

Crimson-marked/Vileborn/Redborn: No known Artisan

Daerikal: Stalhom the Artisan; Talimonus the Artisan (Stalhom’s father)

Dragons: No known Artisan

Gnomlin: No known Artisan

Haftil: No known Artisan

Haltrishari: No known Artisan

Hardranian: Feyrir a Martyr, Stenrir a Martyr (Hardranians had several)

Kalatari: Olapheous the Martyr

Kul: Kal’duun the Martyr

Merciani: No known Artisan

Silderai/Silder: Silderuun the Martyr

Stained: Aranor the Martyr

Uldonai: No known Artisan


MENTIONED ORDERS OF THE NINE AND RUNEBORN TERMS:

Bloünine: Primary belief in the Blood Form

Cleaver: Primary belief in Stone Form

Daemonine: Primary belief in Dawn Form

Drogunine: Primary belief in Primordial Form

Elunine: Primary belief in either Dawn or Dusk Form

Howlunine: Primary belief in Primordial Form

Kaledar: Runeborn Defenders and Generals; formerly a rank beneath each of the Nine Orders

Omunine: Primary belief in Omen Form

Ordained: Religious Order of the Nine; Dawn, Dusk, and Omens among primary Forms

Runine: Primary belief in Force or Stone Form

Stalwart: High King’s Guard; Runeborn

Weaver: Primary belief in the Cloth or Illusion Form

MENTIONED PLACES AND REGIONS:

Aldueen: Origin City of Silderai; Ruins

Alfaney: Stained/Forgotten Refugee city in the Badlands

Anvia: Western Continent of Maetlynd

Ar’den: North of the Ardent Wall and Edelvin

Ardent Wall: Wall connected to Edelvin; runs along the northern edge of Taldreas to separate it from Ar’den

Badlands: Southeastern Taldreas

Blackshores: Northernmost beaches on Anvia

Dawn Tree: Ancient Tree in Edelvin

Dul’Vulgo: Capital of Kalatari Lands

Edelvin: Capital of Stained Lands in northeast Taldreas

Elthrin: Central region of Anvia

Faulen: Ruined part of Ossilith

Finstal: Southwestern region of Taldreas; home of Kalatari Peoples

Hardrada: Continent housing Hardranians

Haltar swamps: All over Maetlynd (house Haltars)

Haltreesh’an: Primary region of the Haltrishari

Harthear estate: Kythos’ estate in Ossilith

Kal’Duun mountains: Mountains occupied by the Kuls, shared with Amrinil and Ver’Skyi peoples Before Reckoning

Kaneretta: Ruined city on easternmost portion of Anvia; borders Haltreesh’an

Maetlynd: The known world

Merciful Martyr: Pub in Ossilith

Mersianei: Home of the Merciani Peoples (The unknown world)

Milanteus: Vileborn settlement in the mountains above Ossilith

Oberran: Amrinil capital city

Olg’Daleth: Settlement between Ver’Skyi and Finstal

Ossilith: Capital city of the Ver’Skyi people

Pieal Strait: Strait between northern Taldreas and Hardrada; drives north beside Ar’den

Se’l Tobahn: One of the Daerikal Isles; home of Stalhom

Sen Tok: Amrinil Stronghold

Silderuun’s Fall: Region in northern Anvia

The Sundered Sea: The ocean between Taldreas and Anvia

Taldreas: Eastern continent of Maetlynd

Tenslyd: Forest south west of Ossilith, east of Dul’Vulgo

Torlanus: Great Hall in Edelvin

Twin Falls: Northern waterfall in the Kal’duun mountains

Udonsil: Southern region of Anvia (Uldonai home)

Ver’Skye: Central region of Taldreas

Witesands: Amrinil beaches to the west of Sen Tok


MENTIONED GODS/RELIGIONS:

Aalent: God of Dawn

The All Will

Dalius (Old God): God of Death

Denira: Goddess of Dusk

The Empyrean: House/Pantheon of the Gods

The Forgotten: The Old Gods. Also refers to a faction outside of the Unity

Inner/Greater Wills/Forms

Kaladus: The Betrayer

Outer/Lesser Wills/Forms


OUTER RUNE FORMS:

Chaos

Blood

Briar (Crimson Necrosis)


INNER RUNE FORMS:

Arcanum

Cloth

Dawn

Dusk

Force/Hand

Illusion

Omens

Primordial Forms (Nature's Forms)

Stone


MENTIONED HISTORICAL EVENTS:

The Reckoning/The Blight

The Blood Rebellion

The Old War

OTHER TERMS:

Hardstone: Runestone in hard form. Usually imbuing weapons of Kaledar or gear

Icons: Highest form of currency containing Softstone vial

Marks: Lowest form of currency containing Softstone vial

Runeborn: Magickally Marked individuals from birth

Runestone: Magical stone found in Maetlynd. Rare

Softstone: Liquified Runestone. Imbued within currency and weapons; used as means to communicate via Scribing


Life is Easy
by Chance Dillon:
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Life is easy

It claws at you

It slams its foot down on you

It rakes for your knees

But it does not happen to you


Life is easy

It bites at your throat

It aims for your heart

It’ll rip it out of your chest

But it does not burden you


Life is easy

It’ll scold you

Tell you how enough you aren’t

Burn you in places too hot

Freeze you in places too cold

It’ll take everything from you

But leave the world at your feet


Life is easy

Let it claw, slam

Let it rake and let it bite

Let it have your heart

Give it everything

Give it all you have

Give life the last piece of yourself


In return

You get to create

Life, Art, love, happiness


Life is easy

Let it burn

So that you may heal over with new skin


And love with all of you

Even the devil inside

Because life is too hard

to hold onto that darkest piece of yourself

Give that too

And maybe

Then life will become easy
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Chance was born and raised in the middle of New Jersey (Exit 9, and pork roll).

He found his love of storytelling through cinema—falling wholly in love with the Lord of the Rings films and immersing himself in all things Star Wars.

In his time in the U.S Navy working on jets, he discovered his love of the written word through playing Dungeons and Dragons, writing up campaigns and backstories with his friends.

Fast forward several months, and stories unraveled into the world of Mercy. His first installment in the series publishes July 20, 2025—the same date he lost his father 12 years prior.

He aims to bring to life the world and characters of the Mercy universe to welcome others to tell their stories within and to experience a fantastic world through the eyes of his characters.

His writing influences include the worldbuilding of George R.R Martin/Hidetaka Miyazaki’s Elden Ring lore and Steven Erikson’s Malazan Book of the Fallen and the approach to character of both Tad Williams and Joe Abercrombie.

Chance currently resides in New York, New York.


Thank you from Chance
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Thanks so much for reading! It’d mean the world if you left a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or shoot a post at me over on any of the socials. You can find me on my website, chancedillonauthor.com.

Preorder Mercy: Ill is the Fate (The Second Volume) over on Amazon now and keep an eye out for advanced review copies going out early 2026!
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— MERCY SMACKS YOU IN THE FACE OUT OF THE GATE.” - PHILIP CHASE, AUTHOR OF THE EDAN TRILOGY





OEBPS/image_rsrc5Y3.jpg
é-@ @-5





OEBPS/image_rsrc5YD.jpg
BOOK THREE
REVELATIONS

——) Omp—

“Itis only in the moment of r
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that man finds themselves wishing they had lived in ignorance.”
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Be careful to bid them away from you,
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