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For my daughters. 
The world can be dark at times, but you carry your own light. 

Never stop believing in your strength.
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CHAPTER   OE

Dark Ritual

B lood dripped around the pool of water, gathering in 
small puddles along the rocky edge. 

Some of the blood came from the cuts on bare feet that 
shujed along the vagged rocks as the prisoners were led in 
a straight line through the caMe towards the pool. Tost of it 
trickled from their palms where each prisoner was cut by their 
captiMes.

’reyMon edL Halo stood at the entrance to the caMe. Ae 
hesitated a moment too long, taking in the horrifying scene 
before him, and felt the hard switch held by one of his captiMes 
snap twice across his back. Ae winced in pain, but couldnLt 
yell. ’he mad men that had raided their Millage had forced all 
prisoners to drink something, something that rendered them 
mostly useless, saMe for the ability to walk and follow orders.

Ae could feel warm blood running down his back, but at 
this point it was of minor concern. ’hough his body was 
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useless to respond, his inner mind was whirring like a windmill 
in a storm. :n front of him, the line was long, made up of 
strong, fairqskinned young men around his age. Rll appeared 
to haMe dampened senses about them, like himself, and all were 
from the same tribe as himD the ’ahlari.

R low baritone  chant  echoed eerily  through the  caMe, 
brought about by the ones who had captured them. ’reyMon 
couldnLt tell who their captors were because they all wore 
some type of grotesPue ceramic masks. :n the dim light of 
the caMe, he couldnLt Puite tell if the mask was supposed to 
be a snake or some type of dragon. Oither way, it terriWed 
him as the creatureLs mouth was open as if it were about to 
attack. Kiercing eyes stared out through the eye slits. ’he gray, 
colorless masks lit by some form of purple glowing magic 
’reyMon didnLt Puite understand.

Screams cut through their baritone chant. ’he screams of 
the men right before they were forced into the pool, one by 
one, and held under the water. Rs ’reyMon grew closer, now 
trying his best to keep up with the line, he could see that 
the water of the pool had the same eerie purple glow as the 
masks the captors wore. :t sloshed back and forth as the men 
thrashed. 3hateMer concoction they gaMe them to dampen 
their senses couldnLt keep their bodies from the instinct of 
Wghting for air.
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’he entire world was a fog, and ’reyMon begged his arms to 
moMe up from his sides, begged his legs to turn and run, but a 
chill ran up his spine and across his skull as he reali4ed he had 
no control oMer his limbs eFcept to walk forward when urged 
to do so.

Tasked  captors  formed  a  semicircle  within  the  pool, 
accepting  the  neFt  Mictim  into  their  ring  as  they  linked 
arms and moMed back and forth, swaying and chanting in 
some strange language ’reyMon hadnLt heard before. Rs they 
chanted, the purple light grew brighter, and a towering brute 
grabbed the neFt of ’reyMonLs tribesmen and forced them 
under the water. 

3ild white tattoos ran up and down the giantLs arms, legs, 
and torso, eMerywhere the eye could see his dark skin. ’reyMon 
couldnLt Puite make out what the tattoos were, but could see 
they were stretched oMer wide, bulging muscles that didnLt 
seem to haMe a problem thrusting any of the men into the water 
and keeping them there. ’he silhouette of the manLs neck was 
as thick as a midqaged tree. ’reyMon only had memories of one 
other man who was eMer such a si4e, and he was vust a grotesPue 
Misitor to his Millage seMeral years before.

Gow that he was only a few people away from the pool, 
’reyMonLs insides turned to ice. Ae could see clearly as Uarius 
edL Suna was led up to the pool by the brute. Uarius had 
been his childhood friend in the Millage, son of the chief, and 
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the champion of turgo ball wheneMer all the boys would get 
together to play. Gow he walked forward in his forced march, 
down into the pool, helpless to resist the will of their captors.

’he chanting grew louder each time a man was led into 
the pool. ’he light of the pool grew brighter as the brute led 
Uarius forward. ’reyMon watched helplessly as his old friend 
was grabbed by the back of the neck, with hands the si4e of 
a feast platter, and forced down hard into the water. ’reyMon 
wanted to scream, but he knew his body wouldnLt let him, 
and he simply watched, wideqeyed, as Uarius 6ailed his arms, 
a pool of bubbles surfacing at the spot he went under, a sign 
that Uarius was screaming and Wghting for air.

7inally, after what seemed like many long minutes, UariusL 
form went limp in the water. OMen though ’reyMon had seen 
most of the other men walk away after the drowning, there was 
still a moment where he panicked his friend was dead in the 
water. ’he brute waited another beat and then pulled the limp 
man up with a large splash. 

Uarius was no longer struggling. Ae stood up straight, not 
eMen gasping for breath. 3ater and blood dripped from his 
body as the semicircle of cult members separated in the middle 
momentarily, and the brute gaMe him a nudge to walk forward 
between them. 

Behind the circle ’reyMon could now see stood another 
man, and though he couldnLt make out his facial features, he 
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could see he was much taller and thinner than the rest. Ae 
was 6anked by two muscular men, and wore no mask. Uarius 
slowly sloshed his way through the water to him and then 
stood before him. ’he man grabbed Uarius by the face, saying 
something that ’reyMon couldnLt hear. Rfter he inspected him, 
he was sent walking around the pool and back to the entrance 
where he gathered with the others who had already been forced 
into the pool. 

’he urge to turn and run was oMerpowering, and ’reyMon 
kept trying to scream, but all he could do was manage a low 
gurgle and a mumble, his legs carrying him forward against his 
will as his captors urged him on. 3hen he was at the edge of 
the pool, his eyes were practically bulging out of his skull from 
the panic of what was about to happen. 

’he brute waMed him forward, and to ’reyMonLs horror, his 
legs were still listening to these madmen. Ae wasnLt sure how 
the purple, swirling liPuid was going to feel, but he hadnLt 
eFpected it to feel as warm as it did. :t felt somehow like 
energy pulsing around his legs. Hike something that was aliMe. 
:ronically, it really was a pretty shade of purple. :t reminded 
’reyMon of the Welds of purple 6owers that grew around the 
Millage he grew up in not too far outside this caMe.

Ae gaMe the biggest moan of horror yet as the brute put 
his hand on the back of his neck. ’reyMon closed his eyes and 
said a Puick, silent prayer to his god, Solana, before he felt 



’RAHRI:D R UNGEO®G H®IUS2 ’RHO”

himself being forced forward in a Puick whipping motion. 
’he purple water consumed him, and he could feel the energy 
of it surrounding him. 

’he feeling didnLt stay outside his body. Ae felt his hands 
and feet begin to tingle, along with the slash on his back 
where heLd been whipped with the switch. Something was 
entering him, slithering into these wounds where his blood 
had been trickling from before. ’he slithering feeling pierced 
him, crawling through him until he could feel it enter his brain.

Kain engulfed his entire body, and his mouth opened, Wnally 
allowing him to scream. ’he problem was, there was no air 
aMailable to reload his lungs to scream again, only the slithering 
of the purple water as it inMaded him. Ais lungs felt as though 
they caught Wre at that point, and ’reyMon thrashed eMen 
harder, unable to stand because of the bruteLs hand still placed 
Wrmly on the back of his neck.

3ith one last desperate e?ort, ’reyMon pushed back as hard 
as he could into the bruteLs hand, but to no aMail. Ais mind 
began to go dark from the lack of oFygen, and he knew it 
was the end. Ae wasnLt sure how the other young men had 
surMiMed, but he was surely going to die here under this purple 
pool of water.

Ais Mision went totally black, and he knew he was dead. Ae 
couldnLt feel his body anymore, couldnLt eMen remember his 
own name. ’he darkness lingered. ’hen, as his brain winked 
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out, and his consciousness was on the edge of nonqeFistence, 
he saw it. R Mision of a man. Go, not a man. Some kind of 
demon dressed in a black cloak and skirted trousers. R demon 
with muscular red skin and piercing yellow eyes. 7rom atop his 
head grew two thin, wispy horns straight out of his long black 
hair. 

’he demon let his mouth curl into a small halfqsmile and 
raised his hand. :nstead of some sort of weapon or grotesPue 
pendant, he pulled out a simple writing Puill. ’reyMon thought 
this odd, but didnLt haMe time to think about what it meant, 
because a serpent 6oated through the air and encircled the 
Puill. Ae watched in awe as the serpent deMoured its own tail, 
completing the circle. 

;Iise,C said the demon in a baritone that was deeper than 
that of his chanting captors before. Ae let go of the Puill and 
pushed it and the snake through the air towards ’reyMon, who 
desperately tried to back away from the sigil, but remembered 
he couldnLt moMe his body because he was dead. ’he symbol 
pierced his mind, nestling there against his will.

:n a 6ash, light met his eyes again as water splashed all 
around him. Ae could feel the air on his skin, and could see the 
semicircle of masked Wgures before him as the water cleared his 
Mision. ’hey were no longer chanting, but standing still. 

3as he aliMe9 Ae tried to moMe his hand and found that 
now he could bring it up in front of his face. Ae could see 
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the cut where they had sliced him with their kniMes, but for 
some reason, his blood was no longer red. Ais skin was barely 
its normal color1 it appeared washed out, almost gray. Hooking 
past his hand down at the brilliant purple water, he reali4ed he 
could still see it moMing and pulsing with its energy, but it was 
no longer purple. :t was the same dull gray as eMerything else 
he could see. 

;0ome,C said a Moice in the deep dark. ’his caused the 
semicircle to break, and the men moMed aside to allow ’reyMon 
through. Ae couldnLt stop himself from moMing any other way 
but forward, happy to haMe use of his limbs again, but still not 
able to go where he wished. 

Rs he sloshed through the water and past the waiting men, 
the Wgure in the shadows came into focus. Ae was a tall, slender 
man, draped in a long cloak that he let billow down into the 
water and surround him. ’reyMon guessed the cape was made 
up of magniWcent colors vudging by the patterns on it, but to 
him they vust looked dull gray. 

Rs ’reyMon stared up into the manLs face, he could see his 
high, vutting nose, and piercing eyes. ’he man swiftly reached 
his hand up and grabbed ’reyMon by the chin, his oMerly long 
Wngernails digging hard into his skin. Ae could see tattoos 
running up the manLs arm, but couldnLt Puite make out what 
they were in this light.



URIz I:’NRH …

’he man turned ’reyMonLs face hard to the left, and then 
harder to the right, inspecting him, smiling. ;’his batch 
appears to be much more under than the last,C he said in his 
rich Moice to another man standing on the rock on the backside 
of the pool. ’his other man carried a strange wooden sta? and 
had robes eMen more magniWcent than the tall man currently 
holding his face. 3here the others wore masks, adorned atop 
this manLs head was a hat in the shape of a snake. Ae was much 
older than ’reyMonLs current aggressor, with much darker 
skin.

3hen the old man spoke, his Moice cracked with the age and 
wisdom of someone who had liMed through many traMesties in 
their lifetime. ;OFcellent, 0hief. : told you that allowing the 
Firmorph to enter their blood would make the ritual take a 
much deeper root within them.C

’he slender man turned ’reyMonLs face to his own and 
smiled wide. ;Eood, we wonLt need to dispose of this batch 
like the last. ’hese will be useful until we truly get the beasts 
weLre looking for.C

Staring into the manLs  piercing eyes sent a  chill  down 
’reyMonLs spine. ’rying to look anywhere but the manLs face, 
his ga4e saw something moMe in the darkness. Something he 
would haMe giMen anything to see vust WMe minutes prior. 

’here, peeking oMer a rock on the other side of the caMe 
were four sets of eyes. ’reyMon could tell they thought they 
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were being stealthy, but they were easy to spot, eMen in the 
semiqlit room. Someone had been watching the ritual taking 
place. Someone who had possibly come to help.

’he slender man could tell ’reyMon had seen something, 
and turned his head swiftly towards the direction of the men in 
the shadows. ’hinking they were Puick enough, the sneaking 
men tried to duck back down below the rock, but it was too 
late. ’he damage was done. 

3ith a howl of rage, the slender man let go of ’reyMonLs face 
and barked an order in his ear. ;zill them. zill them all.C

’reyMon didnLt want to kill the men in the shadows. ’hey 
were here to help, but something inside him wasnLt letting him 
turn the other way. ’he slender man handed him a knife, and 
’reyMon sloshed through the water in Puick steps, bounding 
abnormally Puickly towards the men who now knew their 
scheme was up and drew swords. 

:t was all a blur, but ’reyMon somehow felt stronger than 
he eMer had in his life as he attacked the men. Ae Puickly 
stabbed one in the neck, and the man dropped instantly. 
Rnother swung his sword at him, but ’reyMon grabbed the 
swordqwielding hand of his attacker and plunged his dagger 
into this manLs heart. ’he manLs body fell with his knife, but 
’reyMon grabbed his sword as he fell, and Puickly slit the throat 
of the third. 
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Gow only he and the last man stood, sPuaring o? against 
one another. ’his darkqhaired man looked taken aback at how 
Puickly his comrades had fallen, but still looked determined to 
Wght noneqtheqless. ’reyMon knew that if there was any chance 
of getting out of this new hell, he would need to allow this man 
to get away. 

’he command in his soul was telling him to attack the man, 
but his will was Wghting hard against it. ’he man was waiting 
for his neFt moMe, but ’reyMon was Wghting it with all his 
might. 

;Eo,C ’reyMon cried out in a strangled Moice, his eyes bulging 
as he fought the urge to attack. ;’sskI ahhI leaMeI nowI 
helpIus.C

’he darkqhaired  manLs  eyes  grew wide  in  terror  as  he 
reali4ed his assailant was Wghting against attacking him, being 
controlled by some greater force. ’he man gaMe a slight nod, 
gaMe one sad look down to his fallen comrades, and then took 
o? swiftly into the darkness.

’reyMon stood, sword raised, and managed to loosen his 
grasp and let the sword fall to the hard ground with a clatter. 
Ae glanced back oMer at the slender man, still standing in the 
pool, and saw the absolute Wre and burning hatred in his eyes. 

OMen if he were to get punished for this, ’reyMon knew that 
letting the man go was their only chance at Wnding their way 
back to the light.



CHAPTER T  W

The Weakest 
Light

T he pile of pebbles still lay useless on the table before 
her. Shame, rage, and utter disappointment were all 

bubbling beneath the surface as Lena Zurak stared down at the 
mound of lake rocks on the table before her. It was the only 
unformed rock left in the room, and she could feel all eyes on 
her.

She thought that by the time she was one hundred thirty-vHe 
she would haHe her life together, but as it stood she was still 
struggling with eHen the simplest tasks that her peers seemed to 
accomplish with ease. They all sat around her with their statues 
of their god, Solana, sitting perfectly pristine on the tables in 
front of them. Lena huEed and tried to ignore the eyes that 
were prying in on her lack of progress.
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juilding something simple from rocks using Solanaxs Light 
was an entry-leHel assignment. G disciple of The Light was 
supposed to be able to build temples to the god and help 
shelter those in need. Gs it was, she was already sitting in a 
room with elHes vHe years her ?unior. Still young adult elHes 
like her, sure, but it was still their vrst weeks at the Gcademy 
of Light. She should haHe mastered this years ago, and yet an 
accident as a child had left her with poor magical abilities.

Gll the students staring at her was bad enough, but her face 
Oushed with red as she glanced oHer to the oak desk at the front 
of the room and saw their instructor looking at her. Wis look 
was kind and understanding, but it devnitely wasnxt a look of 
pride like it should haHe been, like any father would be proud 
to giHe their daughter seeing her succeed. She knew he was 
thinking back to the incident like she was, but she didnxt feel 
like it was a good enough eRcuse for her poor performance. 
She felt that trying harder than eHeryone else to oHercome her 
inferiority should be enough, but it wasnxt.

Khy did she haHe to saHe her older sister from the hydralisk 
when they were children: 

It was a terrible thought, and one that made her feel guilty 
eHery time she thought it. Df course she loHed her sister, Sable, 
and she would absolutely saHe her from the giant water snake 
again if she had the chance, but that hadnxt made her life any 
easier eHery single day since the incident.
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Lena  ran  her  hand  through  her  long  brown  hair  in 
frustration ?ust thinking about it. Wer father, 4mbra, always 
tried to giHe her that encouraging smile, knowing that Lenaxs 
faults resulted from his older daughter being aliHe, but Lena 
also always sensed pity there too. Paybe Sable should be the 
one at the academy then, instead of her:

She took a deep breath, huEed it out in frustration, and 
muttered the incantation again. It was a hard language, an 
ancient language, that she was still trying to learn. Learning 
a new language while trying to channel Solanaxs Light, and 
haHing a handicap in doing so sent Lena oHer the edge. She 
mumbled the words once more,  and the rocks didnxt  so 
much as twitch. She slammed her vsts down on the table in 
frustration.

The loud noise made the other students ?ump, and they all 
zuickly turned away from looking at her, making the moment 
eHen more awkward. She swiped at the pile of rock, knocking 
many pieces down onto the smooth wooden Ooor, and made 
to get up. Gs she tried to stand, she felt a force on her shoulders 
that pushed her back down. She looked oHer at her father, still 
sitting at his desk, hand raised as he used magic to sit her back 
down in her chair to keep her from storming out in frustration.

”Thank  you,  class.  5lease  gather  out  in  the  garden. 
Gma6adan is awaiting you there for midmorning meditation 
before lunch,F 4mbra said. Lena stayed in her seat during 
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the shuYe, knowing that her father would ?ust sit her back 
down if she tried to moHe. She ?ust waited, staring stone-faced 
directly in front of her, aHoiding any eye contact with the other 
students as they shuYed out, and especially aHoiding the ga6e 
of her father that she could feel on her.

Mot that shexd had any friends in the class, but as the room 
emptied and it was ?ust her and her father, Lena had neHer 
felt more alone in her life. The silence was deafening, and she 
could hear her fatherxs chair scrape across the wooden Ooor as 
he stood up to approach her. She was praying he wouldnxt, but 
as he made his way oHer to where she was sitting, there it wasN 
the sigh.

”Wuhhmm,F she heard as she felt his real hand land on her 
shoulder. It was the same thing he did eHery time he talked to 
her about her shortcomings with her magic and her progress 
at the academy. It was a miR of understanding, pity, and a 
little bit of disgust at the lot his oEspring had been giHen 
in life. Wonestly, she had secret wonderings if he was only 
disappointed because her poor performance reOected poorly 
on him as a father and an instructor.

”It will be okay, Lena,F he said, trying to sound reassuring, 
but instead ?ust making her angrier and frustrated. Kho was he 
to say things would be okay: We didnxt haHe these issues to liHe 
with. ”There is a reason that humans donxt wield The Light. It 
takes a long time to learn, and much longer to master. Ke elHes 
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haHe time Hery much on our side. !our-thousand good years is 
a long time to master any craft.F

Lena vnally turned to look up at her father. ”Then let me 
leaHe and learn this in priHate back home, at my own pace. 
jeing here, being stared at. 8udged. Mone of this is helping 
me.F Shexd had this argument with him before, and knew it led 
nowhere.

”…ou know Solanaxs Light is strongest here in the plains, 
Lena. This is where good vnally triumphed oHer eHil at The 
jattle of the Minth. Kith your disability, itxs best that you 
learn where the Oow of Light is strongest.F

Lena rolled her eyes. ”®isability. Uight. If I hadnxt saHed 
Sable, I wouldnxt be in this predicament.F The words came 
out before shexd reali6ed. She Oinched, hunching her shoulders 
and pulling her head down in shame. She was kicking herself 
inside for accidentally saying the zuiet part out loud. 4mbra 
took his hand oE her shoulder and marched zuickly around 
the table to face her. Wis look was now cutting at her like a 
freshly sharpened sword.

”…ou canxt mean that,F he barked at her.
She ?ust shook her head. ”Df course I donxt, !ather. Itxs ?ust 

frustrating being so far behind the other students. AHeryone 
eRpects great things from me because of who I am, and here I 
am, unable to eHen assemble a tiny statue of Solana, much less 
serHe him in any greater way.F
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4mbra dropped his stern look and smiled at her, pulling 
up a chair to sit across from her at the small table. ”Solana 
already has a great plan in place for you, my daughter. I haHe 
known this since the incident with the hydralisk. …ou saHed 
your sisterxs life. …ou haHe been giHen this challenge because 
you are meant to oHercome it. Dne way or another, you are 
right where you are meant to be.F

Paybe subconsciously she slipped up with her speech to 
admit her regret of saHing her sister to shake up the usual 
conHersation she and her father had around this sub?ect: It 
had neHer wandered into the territory of how he saw her fate 
playing out. ”…eah, maybe,F she said, trailing oE. She had no 
idea what fate had in store for her, but szuandering her life in 
mediocrity seemed to be the oHerarching plan.

”…es, devnitely9F 4mbra said loudly and more chipper. 
We stood up from his chair and placed both hands on her 
shoulders. ”Look at me, Lena.F Gs she looked into the glowing 
eyes of her father, she could see herself reOected there. KaHy 
brown hair. Khite, plain student tunic. Long pointed nose 
and ears. Mothing special. Mothing eRtraordinary. ”…our life 
is only ?ust beginning. I know you will make Solana proud. 
Khether itxs in the classroom where you can learn and teach 
others, or out in the world helping others through Wis will. 
…ou will make an impression in this world, for the good of all.F
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She ?ust shook her head, hanging it down, defeated. ”Kho 
knows,F 4mbra kicked in, ”maybe your magical prowess will 
suddenly blossom in the heat of the moment during The 
8anari Uun tomorrow.F

Lenaxs eyes went wide in shock, and her heart dropped. ”I 
didnxt sign up for The 8anari Uun, !ather. Therexs no way0F

”Monsense9F her father boomed with a smile. ”I signed you 
up9 Therexs something about real-world use of magic that 
can ?og something inside you. Something that went dormant 
during the accident. It could be the ?olt you are looking for9F

She knew there was no arguing with him. Dnce 4mbra 
decided he was right on something, he didnxt back down. 
The problem was that it was a head-to-head contest, and she 
couldnxt eHen complete basic magical tasks, let alone compete 
against others. ”Kell, if you would ?ust let me use my bow... I 
could block the tips and0F

4mbraxs eRpression dropped, and his lips pursed. We did 
not  look amused.  ”I  really  wish you would giHe  up that 
nonsense with the bow, Lena,F he said in a gruE Hoice, walking 
back oHer to his desk and stacking up his books. ”AlHes do 
not need bows. They need to practice magic, and The Light. 
Mow please head out and catch the last half of meditation with 
Gma6adan. ‘lear your mind for the tournament.F 4mbra 
busied himself with tidying his desk and paid her no further 
mind. Gpparently, he had said his piece, and that was that.
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She vnally stood from her seat, gathered her own books, and 
threw them into her side-satchel. She made her way towards 
the door, making sure to giHe the small pile of pebbles by her 
desk a good kick on the way out. Lena had no intention of 
going out to the garden for meditation. She suddenly had a 
powerful urge to go shooting with her bow.

The bowstring felt like it was singing as her vngers held the 
string loosely around the nock point. She had found that nettle 
vbers had made the best bowstring and proHided an eRcellent 
draw weight that wasnxt too hard for her to pull. The vbers 
also made a tense enough pull to take down any prey she was 
hunting. The arrow itself was waiting on the rest, eager to be 
let loose and glide through the air to vnd its mark. 

Aach arrow took her only two hours to make, less if she had 
batch created arrowheads and Oetching and stored them for 
later. This was down from siR hours when she had vrst started, 
but unlike most other elHes who spent all their time learning 
The Light, Lena spent her time doing what she knew she was 
actually good atN making arrows and shooting them eRactly 
where she wanted them to go.
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The mark that her arrows were trying to vnd now was 
that of the armored tallcutta. They frezuented the woods 
around The Gcademy of Solanaxs Light, and were a delicacy 
if you could kill one and roast it. The problem for most was 
the thick armor plating that coHered the birdxs eRterior. Lena 
assumed they had deHeloped this thick, hard outer shell oHer 
the millennia as a defence against being picked oE by dragons. 
It would be hard for dragon talons to pierce the eRterior hide, 
but still a better chance than her arrow had. Thatxs why Lena 
loHed hunting them. Mot only did they make many delicious 
dishes, but the only way to kill one was to hit it right in its tiny 
eyes on either side of its head, as the head was also coHered in 
the thick armored shell.

Mow she was standing with her back against a red maple 
tree as she had been for the past hour, awaiting the armored 
tallcutta to take their normal route through the forest as they 
foraged for edible mushrooms. The yellow caps that they loHed 
to eat only grew in a clearing in the middle of the forest, 
thriHing in rich soil and sunlight. Lena had grown accustomed 
to waiting around the perimeter for her prey to show up. 

8ust the stillness of the forest set her at peace. The sound 
of the wind blowing through the leaHes put her at ease. The 
sound of animals rustling through the forest was much more 
calming than the complete silence of people staring at her as 
she failed eHery aspect of her magical training. She knew she 
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belonged in the forest, but it was something that her LciHili6edx 
father would neHer allow. Instead, her family had to show 
regality and grandeur. Things she Hery much despised.

Suddenly, she heard the ruYe of hard feathers shexd been 
waiting for. In one swift and silent moHement, she rolled her 
back left around the side of the tree, closed her left eye, and 
pulled back her bowstring all in one swift moHement. The 
middle of her right thumb instantly found its anchor point at 
the bottom of her right ear, giHing her a perfect line of sight 
down her meticulously straightened arrow shaft.  

There were three of them. Two hens and a rooster, which 
is how they usually traHeled. The male strutted behind the 
other two as they foraged for the mushrooms they so desired. 
The females were usually tougher, sometimes too tough to eat. 
They did too much work when they foraged, and their meat 
was too muscular. The parading males, on the other hand, 
were the delicacy. 

Lena slowly moHed her arrowhead until it rested on the 
malexs head. Wer breathing was slow, timed perfectly for her 
release so as not to mess with the tra?ectory of the shot. She 
could feel the wind on her right cheek, meaning it was going 
to send her arrow left as it Oew. She ad?usted for that, and a 
little higher for distance. 8ust a slight lead on the fat rooster as 
he was walking slowly. ARhale and0
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jefore she could release her arrow, a branch snapped nearby. 
G zuick sideways glance showed her that a deer was making 
its way out into the clearing. This startled her prey, and they 
all Oapped their thick wings to take oE and away from the 
perceiHed danger.

Staying calm, Lena lifted her bow into the air. Pore lead 
time as they were Oying fast now. !inding her perfect shot, she 
released the bowstring. Wer arrow Oew straight and true, and 
her lead paid oE as the male tallcutta Oew right into the path 
of her arrow. The stone arrowhead sank right into the eye, and 
the bird dropped hard and fast to the ground. The hens Oew 
oE, not eHen noticing their companion had fallen.

Lena silently praised herself as she approached the rooster 
on the ground, eRamining her shot. Shexd perfectly hit her 
mark, and hexd fallen in such a way that the arrow was sticking 
straight up, unbroken and still reusable. Those were the best 
shots, as making a new arrow took more time out of her day. 

She bent down and pulled the shaft from the beastxs eye, 
grabbing it by the neck and throwing it oHer her shoulders. She 
smiled as she made her way back to the academy, picturing the 
look of ghastly horror on her fatherxs face as she trudged into 
the academy courtyard and cleaned the bird for all to see. Gt 
least the humorous thought took her mind oE the impending 
competition tomorrow, if only for a moment.



CHAPTER THREE

The Janari Run

“O h, so you signed up then?”

The sentence made Lena’s stomach drop. Not 
just the fact that they were right, and she really didn’t belong 
here at The Janari Run, but the fact that it was Dakodil who 
said it. 

Three years Lena’s junior, Dakodil had been a breavout star 
from the moment she arriSed at the academy. Zhe had put the 
statue of Zolana together within her Mrst weev of being there, 
gotten esteem from all the instructors at the academy as she 
passed through all her tests with ease, and led her team to win 
The Janari Run her Mrst year here. To top it ok, her father 
wouldn’t stop talving about her to her mother when they were 
home in Aelira on breavs. 

“Hore of an obligation than a Solunteer situation, Dak,” 
Lena mumbled bacv. 
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Dakodil just smiled bacv at her, tucving a strand of long, 
blonde hair bacv behind her pointed ear. “Cunny, the things 
we do to please our fathers,” she said vnowingly. 

Lena wasn’t sure how to react to that. Kas she being nice? 
Vondescending? Did her own father put a lot of pressure on 
her? 2Sen if he did, Lena doubted Dakodil could possibly 
vnow how she felt. Embra was a ving of high regard. :e 
had helped the xroll family obliterate the darv vingdom of 
Yairtross, breaving their hold on the land and helping establish 
a new xrollian rule in Ht. Cluore. 2Sen if Dakodil had an 
e!pectant and oSerbearing father, she didn’t vnow the half of 
it.

“-eah. Cunny,” was all Lena could manage before being cut 
ok by the booming Soice of her father entering the arena.

“Kelcome to The Janari Run, one and all5” he e!claimed, 
throwing his arms wide for dramatic ekect, the oSerlyqlarge 
sleeSes of his brown cloav swinging comically around as he 
did. “U’m so happy that you all agreed to tave part in this year’s 
contest.”

Lena scoked a little louder than she e!pected, and her father 
threw her a stern loov. Ne!t to her, Dakodil murmured, 
“Dikerence is, my father is usually proud of me.”

Vondescending. The remarv from before was deMnitely 
condescending. Lena hated people who faved being nice just 
to pove fun at you.
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:er father continued his announcement. “U see some fresh 
faces among us this year, so U will e!plain the rules for you. The 
janari, for those of you unfamiliar, is a long, ratqlive creature 
that is fast. Oh, so fast. Not only can it run fast, but Zolana 
has blessed it with a drop of :is Light, allowing it to teleport 
short distances to escape any predator. That predator being 
you today, of course.”

Lena drew her lips up and pursed them. Zhe hardly felt live 
a predator, eSen to a small rat, without her bow on her bacv. 
Right now she was missing the weight of it, the warmth of her 
BuiSer that ran down her bacv. Ut felt cold without it.

Embra continued talving. “Not only can the janari teleport 
away from you, but it can do the same when it feels threatened 
and attacvs. The thing you haSe to be worried about is that 
when it goes on the attacv, it has the ability to paraly6e any 
predator with an electric jolt.”

“-ives,” winced the girl ne!t to her, a new elf in The Janari 
Run this year.

“Haybe don’t  join a  game where you don’t  vnow the 
staves,” whispered Dakodil on Lena’s other side. Lena rolled 
her eyes at her.

“U’Se set the janari loose in our traditional arena,” said 
Embra, gesturing at the scene behind him. Lena looved past 
her father at the arena he had set up in the clearing. Ut was 
a rocvy wasteland. 7rown rocv spread almost as far as the 
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eye could see. Rocv spires rose impossibly high into the air. 
Zhe vnew it  was the natural  habitat of the janari,  giSing 
it a homeqMeld adSantage against the twentyqfour students 
hunting for it. The place was a ma6e, and Lena vnew the lacv 
of Sisibility was sure to create confusion among the teams.

“Ut is your job to decide among your teams who will tave 
what role. Ittacvers are used to stun the janari. Uf you can 
set it ok its rhythm, you haSe a chance to catch it before it 
teleports away. 7locvers staSe ok the ineSitable attacv from the 
creature when it’s cornered. -ou must protect your teammates 
at all costs, for if any role is out of the game, you haSe little 
chance of winning. :ealers should be protected the most, as 
they can unparaly6e your teammates should they go down 
from a janari attacv. Ind lastly, we haSe the trappers. These 
are the teammates that come out in the clutch and trap the 
janari within a force Meld. -ou must hold the janari in a Meld 
of your team’s color for ten seconds. This is when your entire 
team must fend ok attacvs from the other teams, who will 
try to breav your force Meld to free the janari and catch it for 
themselSes.”

Un preSious years, Lena had been designated as a healer and, 
much to the disappointment of her teams, had always failed to 
unparaly6e anyone in time. :er team had always gone down 
early. Zhe e!pected nothing dikerent in this year’s games.
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“2Seryone please hold out your hands while U  cast the 
random decision spell for teams.” Embra held up his left hand 
and gaSe it a …icv, muttering a few words under his breath. 
I ball of white light appeared, and Buicvly brove apart into 
twentyqfour dikerent smaller balls of three dikerent colorsG 
red, blue, and yellow. The balls of light wasted no time in 
racing ok to Mnd their marvs.

To no surprise, a yellow ball Buicvly found Lena’s palm. 
The decision was supposed to be random, and yet she was 
always placed on the yellow team. Zhe wasn’t sure if it was some 
subliminal message from her father, as magic of The Light 
usually manifested as yellow. Zhe had always assumed it was her 
father’s way of telling her she was right where she belonged, 
despite her magical ineptitude. 

“9erfect. ®uess U won’t be winning three years in a row,” 
the grating Soice ne!t to her said. Lena closed her eyes hard 
and turned her head, hoping that when she opened them, she 
wouldn’t see what she vnew was there. Zure enough, when she 
opened her eyes, Dakodil was holding a yellow light as well.

Lena glanced oSer at her father, who was beaming with an 
encouraging smile. “Random my ass,” she muttered. Embra 
was obSiously trying to rig the games in her faSor this year by 
giSing her an allqstar team. Zhe assumed his play was that a win 
would giSe her more conMdence with her magic. 
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“Now  that  eSeryone  has  a  team,  please  head  to  your 
Buadrant of the arena marved with your color of light. -ou 
will haSe thirty minutes to discuss your roles and your plan 
of action. ®ood lucv, one and all5” said Embra …amboyantly, 
throwing his arms wide again.

Zhe ignored Dakodil’s angry muttering as they all made 
their way to the rocvy Buadrant that was bathed in yellow 
light. Once she was walving on the hard rocv, unable to see 
far beyond any of the rocvy pillars, she could tell that her 
worst fear had come true. Zhe was in fact surrounded by an 
allqstar team. These students were standqouts at the academy, 
and she recogni6ed that many of them had helped Dakodil in 
her preSious wins.

Dakodil spove Mrst once eSeryone was there, taving the role 
of team lead without asving anyone. “Ke obSiously haSe a bit 
of a setbacv this year,” she started, looving poignantly at Lena, 
“but U thinv we still haSe a shot at winning giSen our other 
strengths.” Lena …e!ed her Mngers and balled her hand into a 
Mst. Zhe wanted nothing more than to vnocv that smug loov 
ok Dakodil’s face.

Iround her, eSeryone was nodding, agreeing with their 
selfqelected  leader,  and  aSoiding  eye  contact  with  Lena 
altogether. “Now, U will tave attacver, as that’s what U e!cel at. 
Lena, you will be an attacver as well. U should be able to mave 
up for your lacv of0 well0 eSerything.” 
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There was a silence in the group, but as Lena looved around, 
she could see smirvs on most of the faces around her. Zhe was 
used to being ridiculed for her waning magical abilities, but it 
was rarely called out in the open live this. :er heart sanv.

“Tru! and Leroy, you are best at defensiSe spells, right? Zvye 
and :ammond, trappers. Crilis and :ylar, eSeryone vnows 
you vill it at healing. Have sure one of you stays close to me, 
as we can’t lose our only attacver0”

Lena had had enough at this point. Zhe couldn’t eSen listen 
to Dakodil’s strategy for the games. :er Soice was grating on 
her nerSes so much she felt live attacving the pompous blonde 
elf instead of the poor, hunted janari.

The ha6y yellow color of their Buadrant dropped away, and 
they vnew the games were about to start. Is the ha6e faded, 
yellow balls of light appeared aboSe each of their heads, clearly 
marving them as the yellow team. 2Sen though he was outside 
of the playing Meld, Embra’s Soice sounded clearly throughout 
the entire arena. “The janari has been set loose5 ®o teams5 ®o5”

There was a mad rush as her team cut ok their strategy 
talv and dashed around the nearest rocv pillar. Lost already, 
Lena jolted after them, trying to veep up. Zhe had a sneaving 
suspicion they were trying to lose her early and do the game 
without her. Despite their best ekorts to dash out of sight and 
lose her, Lena was an e!pert tracver and a Buicv moSer. Zhe 
could tell by their hurried whispers and frantic glances her 
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way that they were disappointed that she was veeping up with 
them.

“Cocus on the game and not me, and maybe we’ll win5” 
Lena yelled after them. :er team fro6e and looved bacv at 
her, vnowing that their plan had been Mgured out. Unstead of 
admitting it though, Dakodil just waSed ok her suspicions. 

“-ou worry too much, Lena,” said Dakodil patroni6ingly. 
“Ke’re in a hurry because if we haSen’t seen the janari yet, you 
can be sure one of the other teams has.”

7efore  Lena  could  answer,  there  was  a  thundering  of 
footsteps nearby. Turning, they saw the blue team maving 
their way around the rocvs, blue balls of light glowing aboSe 
their heads. The rules forbade them from attacving another 
team unless the janari was captured by that team. Ill their 
members appeared to be present, so there was nothing to do 
but let them pass awvwardly by them.

“Clanv out,” said Dakodil as the other team passed. “Himic 
a woodpecver if you catch a glimpse. Ke’ll vnow it’s the signal 
and tracv it.” Lena sighed as the others nodded and toov ok 
in dikerent directions. Himic spells allow you to mave the 
sound of an animal as a distraction, or in this case as a signal. 
Enfortunately for her, it was just another spell she hadn’t been 
able to Mgure out yet. Not that she could tell her team that, as 
they were already gone. 
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Ilone, she let her tracving svills vicv into gear. Zhe looved 
down at the ground. Zolid rocv. No dust or dirt to tracv prints. 
Looving ahead, there wasn’t much Sisibility, just towering 
spires of rocv. No lucv there. Now that her team had left her 
alone, though, she closed her eyes and listened intently. 2Sen 
though she had lost in preSious years in embarrassing fashion, 
there was one positiSe thing she distinctly remembered. Ut had 
always been she who had pointed her team to the janari by 
listening for its uniBue sound. The small sound of a Buicv 
pulse as the janari teleported. 

Ind there it was. Zmall, and yet Sery distinctiSe. Ind it was 
somewhere0 southwest. Lena opened her eyes with a snap and 
tore ok running around the rocv pillars towards the source of 
the sound. Kithin moments she was rewarded with the sight 
she had been looving for. The thin, long, ratqlive creature was 
scurrying a particularly tall pillar. Uts li6ardqlive legs allowed 
it to run e!tra fast, and it was using them to the best of its 
abilities. Lena’s eyes could barely veep up. 

Zhe smiled, and then threw her hands out in frustration, not 
vnowing what to do. Zhe didn’t vnow the mimic spell, and 
eSen if she did, she vnew her faulty magic wouldn’t be able to 
precisely mimic a woodpecver. Not vnowing what else to do, 
she threw her hands in the air and sent up some bright yellow 
sparvs. 
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The si66le of the sparvs made the janari turn its tiny nose 
towards her and snik. Zensing danger, it curled up in a ball, 
and a M66le of yellow light sent it teleporting ok through the 
nearest rocv pillar. 

“Of course,” said Lena, as the janari disappeared just as 
Dakodil and :ylar made their way to her. 

“Ire you vidding me?” Dakodil yelled at her, throwing up 
both hands and shoSing Lena’s shoulders, maving her stagger 
bacv a step. “Zparvs? Ire you trying to mave us lose?”

Lena caught her balance and balled her Msts again, one 
snarvy remarv away from busting Dakodil’s nose wide open. 
“U don’t vnow the mimic spell, and you didn’t care to asv if U 
did5” Lena snapped bacv.

“Of course you don’t5 -ou don’t vnow anything5 Khy are 
you here?”

Ut was a thought that occurred to her daily, but hearing it out 
loud from another student made her sBuirm. Zhe could feel 
pressure behind her eyes as instant tears built there, and she 
hoped against hope Dakodil couldn’t see the e!tra glossiness 
in her eyes. “U0” was all she had time to say before there was a 
thunderous popping noise and they all looved into the svy as 
a red beam of light shot straight into the air.

The light was a sign that a team had trapped the janari and 
were ten seconds away from claiming Sictory. This gaSe the 
other teams a Sery obSious warning that they were about to 
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lose, and often brought the teams together in confrontation, 
maving the game more interesting. 

Dakodil gaSe Lena a Buicv loov of disgust and bolted away 
after the light, :ylar Buicvly in tow. Lena vnew this was her 
moment to proSe herself to her team, to aid them in a win. 
Zhe ran after Dakodil and her selfqassigned healer, and as they 
came into a small clearing where the red team had the janari 
trapped under a light shield, she could see that the blue team 
had already been paraly6ed and vnocved out by either the 
janari or the red team as they sought Sictory.

The rest of the yellow team hit the clearing just as Lena did, 
and they sBuared ok with the red team. I Buicv jolt of yellow 
light from Dakodil vnocved the red team’s trapper bacvwards, 
breaving their spell and freeing the janari. Lena raised her 
hands to cast a paraly6ing spell on their trapper, but a female elf 
that Lena recogni6ed as the new student standing ne!t to her 
during the rules announcement was Buicver, blasting a beam 
of light at her and sending her crumpling to the ground.

On the ground in a heap, Lena felt live she was going to die 
of embarrassment. Zhe was the only one on her team down, 
and from her Siew from the ground she could only watch as 
Dakodil Buicvly dispatched both of the red team’s attacvers, 
leaSing them helpless to defend themselSes. Is a result, the red 
team scattered behind the nearest rocv spires.
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Crilis bent down and Buicvly gaSe Lena a jolt, unparaly6ing 
her. “Thanvs,” Lena murmured to the elegantly dressed elf. 
Looving at the spot she had last seen the janari, Lena could 
see the creature was still there, its beady eyes darting around, 
seeing the imminent threat of the yellow team, and still unsure 
where the red team went, wondering what direction it should 
tave ne!t.

®ritting her teeth, Lena stepped forward, determined to 
redeem herself and stop the janari from maving a run. 9ulling 
up both hands, she muttered the words for a stunning spell, 
and allowed the yellow ball of light to form between her hands. 
Zhe fumbled her hands awvwardly around the magic, willing 
it to stay actiSe.

“No5” she heard Dakodil say shrilly beside her. “-ou’ll scare 
it ok5 The trappers need to0”

7ut she was unable to Mnish her sentence as Lena released 
her attacv. Zomehow the rodent sensed the incoming beam 
of light and teleported to the side. Zensing that it was being 
threatened, the janari charged straight at Lena. Is if in slow 
motion, Lena could see the glowing beast heading right for her, 
its beady blacv eyes locved on her as it brought its light energy 
towards her at bla6ing speed.

Iny thought of attacving left Lena’s mind, and instead she 
acted on re…e!. Un a …ash, a dome of yellow light appeared 
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around her, a blocving spell that Lena didn’t eSen vnow she 
could cast, not haSing said any of the words to mave it appear.

The janari ran into her shield, and she watched from inside 
as it was shocved and fell from the magical force Meld. The 
small beast writhed on the ground in anger as the team moSed 
in to surround it, but this action only seemed to mave the 
creature more furious. Un a series of …ashes, the janari bounced 
between eSery single member of the yellow team, dropping 
them to the ground at astonishing speed.

Ut tried once more to get through Lena’s shield, and reali6ing 
it couldn’t get to her, it hissed at her, its long tongue wriggling 
through the air as it growled in anger. Kith no one else to 
attacv, the janari …ashed ok around the nearest rocv spire.

Lena,  still  cowering  from the  onslaught  of  the  janari, 
dropped her shield and looved around at her team. They were 
all unceremoniously spread out on the ground around her. 
Those that were looving towards her were glaring at her with 
Mery hatred, the pompous Dakodil among them. Zince their 
trappers and healers were down, there was no way for them to 
catch the janari according to the rules. They had lost.

Kithin seconds, a red beam shot into the air again. There 
would be no draw of all teams being unsuccessful this year. 
The red team had regrouped and managed to trap the janari, 
eSen with their attacvers still down. Lena closed her eyes. :er 
face felt …ushed, and she vnew she must be burning red.
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Ztanding in the small clearing, her entire team paraly6ed on 
the ground in a semicircle in front of her, she cracved open her 
eyes and saw Dakodil’s loov of absolute disgust.

It that moment, all Lena wanted to do was die.



CHAPTER   FOR

Cracks in the 
Council

E lric Kroll, the King of Mt. Fluore, paced back and forth 
across the war room, all the eyes of the dozen people 

sitting at the long council table watching his every step and 
waiting for him to speak. 

The simple golden crown on his head marked the freshness 
of their rule. Elric’s father, King Vaaron, had brought their 
family north to Zaroft some forty years ago, and through their 
valiant eRorts they found themselves in control of a kingdom 
in this new land.

-ecently, Vaaron had died in a freak hunting accident, 
leaving his xftyAtwoAyearAold son, Elric, to take the throne as 
the xrst heir to take over in this strange land. Even though he’d 
grown up most of his life in Zaroft within the mountains of 
Mt. Fluore, Elric felt eHtremely vulnerable in his new position 
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as king. Mt. Fluore was the center of commerce in Zaroft, 
holding a mine full of a powerful type of crystal that the 
other kingdoms needed to provide light and power for their 
towns and industries. Iis new rule made him vulnerable to 
the kingdoms who felt they could take the mountain and the 
subBuore crystal mines for themselves.

Iis  uneasy  feeling  wasn’t  helped  by  the  fact  that  his 
youngest son, -eeve, and his cousins hadn’t come back from 
their scouting mission. There had been reports of multiple 
raids and kidnappings within the villages of the Tahlari, the 
indigenous race of people that lived in the mountains and 
woodlands surrounding Mt. Fluore. The Kroll family had 
become responsible for the wellAbeing of these tribes, and since 
the incidents seemed to recur, Elric had sent his son and a few 
of his nephews with him to xnd out if they could locate the 
culprits. That was two days ago, and there had been no word 
since.

Elric continued his pacing, his magnixcent purple robes 
trailing along the ground behind him. Ls he had yet to speak, 
he was xnally interrupted by his brother, Falton.

?3o, are we sending a s”uad to xnd them or not, Crother9Y 
Falton said disdainfully, palms Bat on the table as he stood 
abruptly and glared at Elric. ?D, for one, would like to know 
where my son is.Y
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This  stopped  Elric’s  pacing  abruptly.  3taring  out  the 
window in front of him for a moment, he took a breath to 
calm himself. Dt didn’t do much good. Turning slowly and 
methodically to face his brother and the other royals who had 
gathered at the war council, Elric’s face remained calm, though 
his eyes blazed.

Elric spoke softly, but he added some malice in his tone, 
causing Falton to slowly shrink back down into his seat. ?Wou 
think that D don’t care about my son, Falton9Y Iis eyes never 
left his brother as he slowly shook his head back and forth, 
slowly walking towards the table. ?Iow dare you say D don’t 
care about -eeve. !ust because he isn’t my heir, does not mean 
D would send him on a suicide mission. Wou know better.Y

Falton 4ust sat in his chair, frowning. ?Weah9 0ell, -angston 
is my oldest, and D’d very much like to know he’s alright. L 
damn fool errand sending them out there after hearing news 
of the raids on the villages. Lnd to help the Tahlari, no less1Y

Elric shook his head again. True, he normally wouldn’t want 
to risk his son to save the tribes folk that his father had freed 
from slavery in Narmark, their old homeland to the south. Cut 
his entire life had changed because they were here. Cesides, 
they made eHcellent spies to send word to him about the 
neighboring kingdoms as they worked to unite the fractured 
land of Zaroft. 
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?Dt is not so much about helping the tribes as keeping our 
spy network intact, Crother. The Tahlari are avid traders with 
the kingdoms and bring us news of the goingsAon around 
Zaroft. There is word of a civil war brewing. Iow can we 
eHpect to complete Father’s vision of uniting the kingdoms if 
we can’t even keep our own kingdom in check9Y

Falton cocked his bald head, thinking. OeHt to him sat 
their younger sister, !arina. 3he eyed Elric knowingly before 
standing to make her statement. ?D must agree with our king, 
Falton. D am not happy that my sons are not back either, but 
we must gain control here at home before we begin working 
on brokering peace.Y

Iome. Elric laughed out loud at the word. True, he’d come 
to Zaroft when he was eleven, but he also remembered the life 
they had back in Narmark. The noble life of lordship. Jomfort 
and peace. That was until his father had burned bridges and 
headed north against their king’s wishes. ®ne bloody war later 
and their life of peace was now one of constant strife and 
worry. ®ne of ruling a kingdom, and still striving for more.

?Thank you, !arina,Y Elric said to her, nodding. Ie felt his 
simple gold crown shift slightly on his head, and he reached up 
to ad4ust it again. Dt had always seemed to xt his father better 
than it had him this past year. ?Oews from the tribes is that the 
eleven kingdoms are on the verge of civil war over resources, 
the ma4or struggle being iron from the mines of Dncarta. King 
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3hlam of Dncarta is refusing to sell, instead building his own 
military for the xght everyone knows is on the horizon. 0e 
barely have control of our own kingdom. Iow are we eHpected 
to broker a deal between Dncarta and the rest9Y

Falton pursed his lips in his sister’s direction for siding 
against him and then spoke again. ?Iow do you eHpect to gain 
control of our situation here, Crother9 3o far, the aggressors 
have been like wisps on the wind. Df our scouting party doesn’t 
come back soon, we have no leads or way of stopping them 
before another raid takes out another village. Ls you say, if 
we’re seen not even to be able to manage a tribe of simple folk, 
how can we be eHpecting the other kingdoms to look to us to 
rule an entire country9Y

?Wou’ll be happy to know that is why we need to send a 
s”uad of ten to try to locate our sons and further investigate 
this new threat,Y said Elric, taking his seat at the head of the 
table. ?0hile our army is weak in numbers, it’s important that 
we secure the tribes. The Bow of information is vital andPY

Cefore Elric could xnish his statement, the doors from the 
throne room neHt door burst open. Elric turned around to see 
his eldest son, -asgar, standing in the doorway, panting and 
wiping his hands nervously on his gray tunic. -asgar didn’t do 
well addressing crowds, but he spoke up noneAtheAless. ?Ie’s 
back, Father1Y he said in a huR.
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3ure enough, 4ust past -asgar stood -eeve. Iis youngest 
son’s hair was all disheveled, and his blue tunic was badly 
ripped. Juts and dried blood could be seen along his arms and 
torso as he made his way into the room. Elric’s heart dropped 
when he realized that no one else was with him.

?Lre youPY Elric said, unable to xnish his sentence. The 
terrible silence hung in the air for what felt like many minutes 
before his son answered him.

?Llone9Y  asked  -eeve.  ?Wes.  The  othersPY  there  was 
another long pause as -eeve shook his head. ?Everyone else is 
dead, Father.Y Elric could see that -eeve wasn’t even looking 
at him. Ie was staring past him to his aunts and uncles behind 
him. Elric glanced back, 4aw agape, at his brother and sister. 
Iis sister was eHpectedly crying, but Elric was shocked to see a 
tear in his brother’s eye as well.

?Iow9Y asked Elric, standing up and walking over to his 
son. Ie wanted to grab him and hug him tight, but thought it 
would be distasteful to do so in front of his siblings, who had 
4ust lost their own sons. ?0hat happened9Y

Elric led his son over to the table and down into an empty 
chair. -asgar gave a little huR as he was not invited to sit, but 
did so neHt to his brother, anyway. Lll eyes were on -eeve and 
he slouched in his chair a bit, feeling guilty for being the only 
survivor of the scouting trip.



J-LJK3 DO TIE J®GOJD: …“

?6uestioning one of the Tahlari villages led us to a cave 
on the east end of Mt. Fluore,Y -eeve started. ?They had 
seen  the  captives  being  dragged  oR  in  that  direction.  L 
hunter also reported hearing odd chanting coming from the 
mountainside. 0e doubled back to the dwarven entry to the 
mountain, and they gave us directions through the tunnels 
from 7etaro. Nirections to a place they dared not go.Y

The room was uncomfortably silent. Oot even breathing 
could be heard as Elric’s brother and sister, aunts and uncles, 
and other trusted advisors listened intently. -eeve looked 
around awkwardly at all the eyes staring at him, and then 
continued.

?The  tunnels  from  the  city  of  dwarves  led  us  to  an 
underground pool. Dt wasPY he paused, stroking his black, 
wispy goatee. ?D don’t even know how to eHplain it. The room 
was glowing purple. Dt almost appearedP magicPY

Elric threw a look at !arina who popped open her eyes and 
tilted her head forward to show her brother she acknowledged 
the seriousness of this news.

The king leaned forward and placed a hand on his son’s 
shoulder. ?0as anyone there, 3on9 0ere there people by the 
pool9Y

-eeve swallowed hard. ?Men in masks. They wereP they 
were drowning people.Y
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?Killing the villagers1Y said Falton, scooting back in his chair 
a little as if he were about to stand again.

-eeve 4ust shook his head. ?That’s what D thought at xrst, 
too. Cut these menP boys reallyP they came back upP they 
were alive1 Cut somehow totally diRerent. 0hen they walked 
up to the pool, they were stiR and weak. They were pale and 
dripping blood. 0hen they came out of the pool, they wereP 
changed. 3tronger. Lble to move nimbly, and they did eHactly 
what they were told.Y

?®ne of them,Y -eeve continued, choking down his words. 
Tears welled in his eyes. ?®ne of them saw us hiding behind 
a rock. 0e were transxHed by the ritual, and planning to 
intervene, but we were spotted. The drowned man came at us 
with impossible speed. Ie stabbed -angston in the neck and 
took his sword,Y -eeve sobbed. ?Ie used it to stab Caron in 
the chest and then slit Cucklow’s throat.Y 

-eeve was now staring down at the table, unable to look any 
of his relatives in the eyes. ?Dt’s okay, -eeve,Y his father told 
him. 

?Oo,Y -eeve shook his head. ?Dt’s not. D should have been 
faster. D should have acted. D should have sacrixced myself so 
they could escape. Dt all happened so fast all D could do was 
watch. D’m only here because the man let me goPY

?:et you go9Y snapped Falton, standing up in a rage again. 
?0hy did you get a free pass9Y Elric could tell his brother 
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looked remorseful for what he had said the moment the words 
passed his lips. Ie simply nodded at his brother and motioned 
for him to sit back down. Falton did so, looking sheepish for 
his outburst, but obviously grieving the loss of his son.

The young man sniRed his nose, tears falling freely now. 
?D don’t know, Gncle. The Tahlari man looked like he was in 
pain, like he was xghting against something inside himself. Ie 
was human, but a dark shadow of what he used to be, grunting 
and yelping in pain. Ie told me to go. To xnd help for them. 
D didn’t stay to ask why. D ran. The tunnels were winding, and 
D got lost. Cucklow had navigated to the pool for us, so D was 
hopeless to xnd my way. The Tahlari and their captors pursued 
me. D had to lie low for longer than D could keep track of. D was 
xnally able to make it back to the dwarves and out to freedom.Y

OeHt to -eeve, -asgar scoRed. ?D should have been sent with 
youPY

?Lnd you would likely be dead now too, 3on,Y Elric said, 
glaring at his older son as if to tell him this was not the time for 
4ealousy. ?From the sounds of it, -eeve is lucky he’s alive.Y 

Elric turned back to the rest of the council at the war table. 
Ie growled in frustration as he ad4usted his crown again to 
keep it from slipping oR his head. ?Dt seems that magic has 
returned to Zaroft. Maybe it never left in the xrst place.Y

L wrinkled man on the other end of the table slapped his 
xst down, his bald head shining in the light xlling the room 
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from the window. Dt was Elric’s Gncle Certram, a man that he’d 
come to take counsel seriously from after his father’s untimely 
passing. ?0e are not e”uipped to handle such a foe as this, my 
king,Y Certram said shakily. ?Oot without more help from the 
elves.Y

The king sat back in his chair, placing a thumb on his chin 
and a xnger to his lips, thinking about this statement. Dt was 
true that King Vaaron had pleaded with King Gmbra of Zelira 
to come help them stamp out the dark magic users of Vairtross, 
laying waste to the kingdom. The victory had gained the Kroll 
family favor with the kingdoms of Zaroft, but if anything, they 
still owed Gmbra a favor, not the other way around. Ie didn’t 
know what kind of deal he would have to make to get the grand 
elf king to come to their aid once more. Especially for such a 
stealthy opponent. They had no idea where these aggressors 
were, or even who they were for that matter.

?D understand where you’re coming from, Gncle,Y said Elric 
to Certram. ?0e don’t have the proper resources to take down 
this enemy. D also know that Gmbra has done us a great favor 
already in the past. There is no reason for him to help us again.Y

-asgar leaned forward, eHcited. ?0e do not need the elves, 
Father. Sive me xfty men. 0e will Bood through the tunnels 
and take care of these beasts once and for all. D’ll do it with a 
dozen if you have no more to spare.Y
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Elric admired his son’s courage. Ie was thirtyAone years old 
and had much to prove. Gnfortunately, he was also Elric’s 
heir, and he needed to protect him. Especially against such an 
ambiguous enemy. The king sighed as he eyed his other son. 
-eeve had been so eager to lead the scouting party, but now he 
looked like he 4ust wanted to go to his bedchambers and cry. 
Five years younger than -asgar, -eeve still wanted to prove his 
worth, even if he wouldn’t be the king someday.

?Oo,Y Elric said, to his son’s chagrin. ?0e must call upon 
GmbraPY

?King Gmbra is going to want something in return,Y Falton 
cut him oR. ?Lpparently, Father only gave him his thanks and 
allegiance last time. 0e can’t eHpect he’ll go for that again and 
put himself and his people at riskPY

The room eHploded in murmurs and ”uickly built to fullAon 
verbal sparring. 

?The elves cannot bail us out every time1Y
?They have to see that this dark magic will spread to the rest 

of the countryPY
?0e need to xnd our own sorcerer to keep on staR for such 

things1Y
?Dt’s imperative that we don’t lose any more men1Y
?3ilence1Y yelled Elric, holding up his hand after a few 

minutes of listening in on the din. ?D hear everyone’s concerns, 
but D still conclude that we at least have to try. D will send a 
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crow with our plea. 0ith any luck, we will have an answer back 
within three days.Y

Elric looked at his poor son, -eeve, and smiled. ?0e cannot 
lose any more men to this cause, but it must be brought under 
control. The least we can do is try to bring Gmbra back in 
to save us once more. Ie will understand. Df this grows any 
further out of control, the fate of the country may be at stake.Y



CHAPTER   FIE

The Only One

U mbra  stood  on  the  balcony  outside  his  ovce 
okerloogin. the courtyard at the academyI wt pas a 

reSectike flace phere he liged to thing phen his mind pas 
troubledI Tomethin. about the fer,ectly manicured .rass 
runnin. betpeen the stone faths brou.ht a certain order to his 
thou.htsI xhe .iant pater ,ountain o, his .odZ TolanaZ HJed 
in the middle pith one o, his hands in the air shootin. out 
the pater ,or the ,ountainZ brou.ht calm to the order as pellI 
xhe courtyard pas modeled a,ter the one at home in ReliraZ 
remindin. him o, easier timesZ and o, his pi,eI

wt pas deHnitely the calm that he needed at this farticular 
moment in timeI Le pas sure that xhe ’anari Eun pould hake 
been a sure thin. ,or AenaI Le:d stacged the teams in her ,akorZ 
hofin. that the others pould carry her to a pinI Dken a,ter 
breagin. his opn code o, ethics to full a stunt lige thatZ Aena 
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still mana.ed to loseI Nnd it pasn:t zust the lossI wt pas hop she 
had lost in such sfectacular ,ashionI

xhe old el, gin. si.hed deeflyZ ,eelin. the air enter and eJit 
his bodyZ tryin. to meditate on phat should be done pith his 
stunted dau.hterI The really needed a pinZ but not only thatZ 
she pas a reSection o, him and his teachin.s at the academyI 
wt pas hard enou.h runnin. an academy ,or the only Ai.ht 
users in Raro,tZ but phen his opn dau.hter pas so ineft at 
phat he pas teachin.Z it didn:t .ike the ma.ic a kery .ood name 
throu.hout the gin.domsI w, his opn dau.hter had so many 
issuesZ then phat .ood o, a teacher pas heZ reallyY

xhe odd student pandered throu.h the courtyard here 
and there as he looged dopn ,rom abokeI ®ep students and 
old students aligeZ on their pay to classesZ their dormZ the 
libraryI Nll o, them busy in their tasgsZ and any one o, them 
better at ma.ic than Aena pasI Umbra suddenly ,ound himsel, 
missin. his oldest sonZ DldrynZ pho had been his star student 
throu.hout his academy yearsZ and pas nop magin. him 
froud by usin. Tolana:s li.ht to stof a par ,rom breagin. out 
betpeen the gin.domsI

Lis thou.hts pere interrufted by a gnocg on his ovce doorI 
Le closed his eyes and toog one last deef breath be,ore headin. 
in throu.h the double doors on his balcony and enterin. his 
ovceI xhe room pas in immaculate orderI 1afers pere all Hled 
in neat stacgsI Tcrolls pere rolled uf and cate.ori-ed accordin. 



xLD 0®Aq 0®D ?B

to subzect and phat gin.dom or country they ori.inated ,romZ 
all in their holders alon. the pallI wt toog a lot o, in“defth study 
and meditation not only to rule his gin.dom bacg home pith 
his pi,e but also to be the leadin. user o, xhe Ai.ht in all o, 
Raro,tI DJcellence and order phere reMuiredI

Ns he made it across the ovceZ he threp the door ofen 
and smiledI wt pas his oldest ,riend and second“in“char.eZ 
Nma-adanI  Unlige  his  opn  hairZ  phich  pas  comfletely 
silkerZ  Nma-adan  had  still  geft  his  youth,ul  affearance 
pith his zet  blacg hair and lon. beardZ desfite bein. the 
same a.e as UmbraI xhey had .ropn uf at the academy 
to.ether  and  had  been  ,riends  eker  sinceI  ®op  in  their 
middle“a.eZ  oker tpo“thousand years  ,or an el,Z  they ran 
the Ncademy o, Tolana:s Ai.ht to.etherI Nma-adan pas an 
eJcellent second“in“char.eI Wein. duti,ul as ekerZ he .ake 
Umbra a sli.ht bop phen he ofened the door to .reet himI 

”LelloZ 2y AordI Torry to disturb youI ‘e:ke had an ur.ent 
crop come inI wt pas rerouted by Ler 2azesty ReliraI Tomeone 
pas seegin. you bacg homeZF said Nma-adan as he held out the 
letters ,or Umbra to tageI 

Umbra smiled at his old ,riend and toog the farchment 
,rom himI ”®o porriesZ my dear ,riendI 1leaseZ comeI Lake a 
seatIF Umbra paked his ,ree hand at the flush chair that sat 
offosite his desg and paited ,or his ,riend to moke topards 
the chair be,ore mokin. around to his opn chair behind the 



xNLANEwG N OU®5D0® A0EOTj xNAD?V

oag slabI Dker the .entlemanZ Nma-adan paited ,or Umbra to 
sit be,ore he seated himsel, pith a thumf into the flush kelket 
chairI

Nt his desgZ Umbra fulled the tof farchment ,rom the tied 
bundle and read itI Le reco.ni-ed his pi,e:s ti.htZ neat scrapl 
across the farchmentI wt simfly readZ Kxhe porld calls you to 
sake it once a.ainZ AokeI: xhe el, gin. smiled at this and .reedily 
un,olded the other farchmentI ®ot that he enzoyed the porld 
bein. in ferilZ but it pas nice that his gnopled.e and teachin.s 
pere still panted outside o, the academyI

Umbra:s eyes darted across the farchmentI Lis mouth ,ell 
ofen sli.htly as he readI xhere pere remnants o, darg ma.ic 
still in the 2tI 3luore areaI Lad he not done a comflete 
enou.h zob o, the destruction o, …airtrossY Lad others learned 
their darg pays and created a mimic cult in their flaceY Le also 
pondered i, the 4roll ,amily pere the sakiors that this country 
truly needed i, they couldn:t seem to handle anythin. pithout 
himI 

”Lake you read thisYF he asged his ,riendI ‘hen Nma-adan 
shoog his headZ he fushed the note across the desgI xhe note 
slid oC the other side and started ,allin. to the Soor be,ore 
Nma-adan reached out pith his handI N thread“thin line o, 
li.ht le,t his hand and attached to the letterZ brin.in. it Muicgly 
bacg to his paitin. falmI Umbra smiled at his ,riend:s snaffy 
use o, ma.ic and paited fatiently ,or him to Hnish readin.I
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Nma-adan let out a heaky si.hI ”qou are sure this 4roll 
,amily are meant to be the brin.ers o, feace to this landY xhey 
seem kery ineft at6 pell6 basically anythin.IF

Umbra noddedI ”qesZ my ,riendI w hake seen their dopn,all 
a ,ep millennia ,rom nopZ but they brin. feace to Raro,t ,or 
millenniaI xhou.hZ w am unsure hop pe are to .et to the foint 
o, Raro,t bein. named a,ter the 4roll i, they can:t handle darg 
ma.ic threats that ariseZ as they are sure to ,rom time“to“timeIF

”Oopn,allYF asged Nma-adanI ”qou sfeag o, the kision 
you had Hke years a.o at Aena:s comin.“o,“a.e celebrationZ or 
you:ke had a nep kisionYF

”Ttill hun. uf on the old kisionZ w:m a,raidI xhat is all Tolana 
has .iken me to porg pithI 3rustratin.ly enou.hZ the last Hke 
years hake been silent phen it comes to our .odI wt:s zust been 
porryZ helflessnessZ and6 more helflessnessIF Le faused as 
he sfogeZ and Nma-adan nodded gnopin.lyZ hakin. discussed 
Umbra:s ,rustration pith his dau.hter:s ma.ical dekelofment 
numerous timesI 

Nma-adan crossed his arms and leaned bacg in his chairZ 
starin. sMuarely at his ,riend and gin.I ”To you are .oin. 
to helf themZ thenY xhat is hop they pill mage it to this 
disastrous end in the ,utureYF

xhe el, gin. shoog his headI ”w must stay pith the studentsZ 
and w must also be.in porg to frekent the scour.e w see in the 
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,uture ,rom pifin. out most o, the landI w cannot pait ,or the 
ansper to come in another kisionIF

Aeanin. ,orpardZ Nma-adan si.hedI ”w, you truly belieke 
that the 4roll ,amily is to become the ultimate foper in the 
landZ surely you must pant to remain in their .ood .racesI 
Oenyin. them in such a time o, need is hardly the pay to 
tell them you are still a .reat ally and asset to their nep ruleIF 
Nma-adan faused and thou.ht ,or a momentI ”‘ill pe call 
Dldryn bacg ,rom wncarta and send himYF

Umbra gnep the risgs pere too .reat to full Dldryn ,rom 
his mission to affease the gin.domsI ”®oZF Umbra saidI ”w, 
Dldryn leakes wncarta then feace talgs pith Haelum and Aystra 
pill endI xhe gin.doms are restlessZ and cikil par is all but 
ufon usIF

”To TableZ or 5arricg then6F
”®oZ too ,ar apay to be use,ulI 5arricg is learnin. to tame 

dra.ons in OracarynZ and Table is learnin. natural healin. in 
®ekarithI ‘hy they chose such normal kocations is beyond 
meIF

Nma-adan  shoog  his  headI  ”qou  can:t  fossibly  be 
thingin.6F he trailed oCZ re.rettin. the ansper he pas about 
to hearI

xhe el, gin. fut his hands to.ether and flaced a Hn.er on 
his lifsZ loogin. dopn at his desg in thou.htI ”wt may be zust 
the thin. she needsI Eeal porld eJferienceI 5o .et herIF
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Lis ,riend shoog his head and rolled his eyesZ gnopin. that 
this pould not end pellZ but also gnopin. better than to 
disobey a direct order ,rom his gin.I Ns Nma-adan le,t the 
ovce to .et Aena ,rom her roomZ Umbra:s mind pas churnin.I 
xhis pas a .ood ideaZ ri.htY Aena could .o there and see i, 
the threat pas porth tendin. toI The pould .et real“porld 
eJferience pith ma.ic and helf geef the ties betpeen them 
and the 4roll ,amily stron.I Le pould hake time to porg on 
his studies and Hnd a solution to the scour.e that pas to pife 
out most o, the feofle o, the landI wt pould porg eJcellentlyI

xhe dormitories ,or students peren:t that ,ar oC the main 
buildin.Z and the door pas reofenin. pithin ten minutesI 
Aena stormed in pith Nma-adan enterin. and closin. the door 
care,ully behind herI Ler eyes pere sMuinted at her ,atherZ a 
Muicg fuC o, air blopin. a fiece o, hair out o, her eyesI

”w see my ,riend here has Hlled you in thenIF
”qesIF she eJclaimedI ”Nnd affarently you peren:t at xhe 

’anari EunZ 3atherI w can:t eken combat a damn peaselZ and 
nop you:re eJfectin. me to .o oC and H.ht a cult o, darg 
ma.ic usersYF

Umbra cocged his headI ”‘e don:t gnop ,or certain that the 
threat is realZ or hop eJtreme it isI Dlric has been gin. but ,or a 
yearZ and it:s fossible he:s lettin. himsel, be scared by shadopsI 
w pant you to connect pith the xahlari tribe a,ter you sfeag 
pith the royal ,amilyI w, there is darg ma.ic in the areaZ they pill 
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be a better source o, in,ormationI xhey pere the gey kictims 
o, …airtrossZ they pill gnop i, this threat is realIF

Aena shoog her head at her ,atherI ”0, course it:s realZ 
3atherI ‘hy pould the 4roll ,amily lie about feofle bein. 
gidnaffedY  ‘hy  pould  they  lie  about  their  son  bein. 
con,ronted pith darg ma.icY ‘hat pould they hake to .ainYF

Umbra could see that his dau.hter looged so youn. standin. 
thereI To out o, her lea.ue in all o, thisI xhat pas the frecise 
reason he belieked she should .oI ”wt is my thingin. that Dlric is 
pishin. to reconnect pith me and reassure our alliance is still 
stron. by .ikin. me a ,ool:s errandZ to be honestI w, w shop uf 
and de,eat a minor threat ,or himZ w pill ,eel imfortant to their 
missionZ and then he can ,urther use me in the cikil par that:s 
to comeI Nll o, this isn:t a bad ideaZ but w cannot be tagen apay 
ri.ht nopI w belieke pe can still achieke the ferceftion o, this 
alliance in this nep gin.:s rule by sendin. youIF

Aena spalloped hardI Le gnep that he o,ten fut undue 
fressure on his dau.hterZ but fressure is hop you .ot fearls 
a,ter allI 1ressureZ and an insane amount o, timeI

”®oZF she said simflyZ her ,ace deHantI
”DJcuse meYF Umbra boomedZ standin. uf ,rom his chairZ 

his falms Sat on his desg and sMuarin. oC pith his dau.hterI 
Umbra stiSed a lau.h as he sap Nma-adan tage a stef bacg 
topards the door as i, he panted to leake the uncom,ortable 
sceneI 
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”®oZF she refeatedI ‘ithout another pordZ she turned 
and palged topards the doorI Nma-adan Muicgly .lanced at 
Umbra ,or ordersZ but he zust shru..edI Nma-adan steffed 
aside and let Aena eJit the ovceI

Lis ,riend affroached the desg a.ainZ a hal,“smile on his 
,aceI ”Thall w be .oin. to 2tI 3luore thenZ 2y AordYF he asged 
pith a chucgleZ but hal, eJfectin. his gin. to say yesI

Umbra shoog his headI ”The:ll come aroundZF he saidZ and 
then thou.ht about hop fi.“headed his ma.ically ,rustrated 
dau.hter could beI ”1robablyZF he added pith a scoCI 



CHAPTER   SI

Light Vision

C hecking the structural soundness of the limb above her, 
Lena decided it looked sturdy enough, and climbed up 

onto it in one .uid movement from the trunk of the treeS whe 
Tas noT up high enough and concealed behind the tree leaves 
so she could hide from her preyS 

’he armored tallcutta had made a delicious meal the other 
day, but she TasnOt hunting for food noTS whe Tas aiming to 
kill as many coyotes as she could to help thin their populationS 
’here had been some dead hens found in the academyOs 
chicken coop recently, and Lena could tell it Tas the Tork of a 
coyoteS 

Wf course, her fatherOs ansTer Tas to put up a beast repellent 
spellS ’he problem Tith that Tas that no one ever remembered 
to reneT the spell, and it only lasted a TeekS xithout IGing 
the root of the problem, the booming coyote population, her 
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father Tas Must inviting more deaths of innocent hens, and a 
drying up of a staple of the academy food supplyS

qeering doTn from her branch hideaTay, Lena shook her 
head at her fatherOs anticsS -agic alTays had to be the ansTer 
to everythingS 9ot only that, but using magic to be the savior 
of the country Tas also a reEuirementS whe alTays Tished she 
hadnOt succumbed to the pressure of her father to Moin the 
academy and study wolanaOs LightS 

Hnstead, she Tished she had folloTed the path of her sister 
wable and studied nonAmagical healingS Ht Tas better suited to 
her strengthsS ’he problem Tas that after her oldest brother, 
Dldryn, had Moined the écademy and his neGt tTo children 
chose diRerent paths, Lena had a tremendous eGpectation to 
folloT in her fatherOs footsteps There the other tTo did notS 
9ot having at least half his children folloT him into ’he Light 
Tould shoT the elf king to be a failureS ét least thatOs hoT her 
father saT itS

’here Tas a rustling doTn on the ground, and Lena steadied 
herself in her crouch on the tree bough, pulling up her boT 
and readying her shotS Looking straight doTn her arroT, 
she could see the bushes in the distance shakingS Ner Inger 
tTitched slightly in anticipation of letting the arroT .y to hit 
its markS ’he bushes broke apart, and she almost loosed the 
arroT Then she noticed it TasnOt an animal at all, but an elfS 
:eciding it Tas probably a bad idea to shoot her IancU, she let 
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the boT go slack and threT it over her shoulder, tossing her 
arroT back in its Euiver Tith the othersS

wince there Tas no point in pretending that any animal 
Tithin a  hundredAyard radius  TasnOt  scared aTay by the 
bumbling elf, Lena Mumped doTn from the bough to greet 
himS

Z-oryanS H almost shot you,… she called out Tith a smileS 
’he tall, slender elf clad in Ine green robes threT his hands 

Tide, as if oRendedS ZH knoT you arenOt overly fond of me yet, 
Lena, but do H really look like such a beast to you1… he laughedS

Ht Tas trueS ’heir marriage Tas an arranged one, and Lena 
had made clear her disdain over the Thole situationS 9ot 
that -oryan TasnOt a handsome elf, but the fact Lena hadnOt 
been given a choice, and much like everything else in her life, 
her father Tas using her to further his oTn imageS -oryan 
belonged to a TellAtoAdo lord of Belira, and marrying his 
daughter to a lordOs son helped him ensure he alTays had the 
proper support on the Dlven councilS 

Z9ot so much that you look like a beast,… she Mested, Zbut 
you amble about like a bumbling bull, and honestly you Tore 
green into a forest There you kneT the best hunter in the land 
Tas seeking preyS H canOt say too much about your grace or 
smarts right noTS…

’here Tas an aTkTard pause before -oryan spoke againS 
ZHOm not too sure about my smarts right noT either, because!…
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ZSSSbecause my father sent you to talk me into going on this 
mission, and you came anyTay, knoTing full Tell H TouldnOt 
respond Tell to your prompting me to go either1… Lena asked, 
cutting him oR in her typical .atline voiceS

-oryan noddedS Z-y father told me to do Thatever 0mbra 
says Thile HOm here, so please pretend like H tried really hard to 
convince you Then Te go back to the academy, pleaseS…

Lena smiled at himS Ne Tas such a typical elfS xorried about 
the bureaucracy of it all and There he stood in the ranksS 
2esides the fact that it Tas an arranged marriage, it Tas another 
thing that Lena disliked about -oryanS Ne Tas Must another 
male playing the poTer gameS ’he fact that she TouldnOt have 
chosen him outside the arrangement made it all the Torse to 
think aboutS

xithout Tarning, there Tas rustling in the bushes behind 
-oryanS Ne didnOt even seem to notice as he stood there 
Tith his stupid grin, trying to get her to play politics for 
himS whe Euickly raised her boT and pointed it Must over his 
left shoulderS 9ot being a hunter, he couldnOt tell she TasnOt 
aiming at him, and his eyes Tent TideS 

ZNeyz… he snapped, genuine fear etched across his faceS Z3ou 
canOt!…

whe released the arroT before he even had time to TinceS 
Ht sailed a foot over his right shoulder, and the coyote that 
Tas stalking him let out a brief yelp before it slumped to the 
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ground, deadS Lena ignored -oryan Tho Tas still standing 
stockAstill in fearS

Z3ou must have gotten too close to her pups on the Tay in,… 
said Lena as she bent doTn to eGamine her shotS Ht Tas a clean 
shot right through the neckS Z’hey donOt normally attack elves 
like thisS…

-oryan turned to look at her, so scared from the incident 
he didnOt reali4e that his hands Tere still hanging in the air 
in shockS Ne looked angry, but Lena didnOt careS -aybe he 
Tould be so mad heOd go back to his  father  and call  oR 
the engagementS ’his thought brought her Moy, but only 
momentarily as she reali4ed that Tould never happenS Ner 
father Tas too poTerful to turn doTn a marriage into the royal 
chain of commandS 

Z®ight,… he said, putting his hands doTn to dust oR his 
robes, as if coming close to any kind of danger had dirtied 
themS Nis look of anger Euickly turned to one of being 
impressed as he saT the clean kill she had Must madeS Ne looked 
up at Lena and saT her look of satisfaction at the killS Zxhat 
if H convince him to let you bring your boT1…

Lena Must laughedS Z’hat Till never happenS Ne doesnOt 
Tant to be embarrassed to have another royal family see his 
oTn oRspring need a boT instead of being masters of magicS…

Zxell, H have to tell your father something,… said -oryan, 
sounding a little annoyedS
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ZDasy,… Lena shrugged, then hoisted the coyote over her 
shoulder to take back to the academyS Z’ell him the ansTer is 
still noS Ne can go and meet the ‘rollians if itOs so important to 
himS… ét that, she Talked past -oryan and back toTards the 
academyS

’he male elf scrunched his face in disgust as she passedS Zénd 
That are you taking that thing Tith you for1…

Z-akes good Tinter coats,… she hollered back over her 
shoulderS ZH make a good chunk of money selling coats and 
other handmade things,… she said, and then added Euietly 
to herself, Zbecause the only thing people around here can 
actually make Tith their hands is little balls of lightS…

’he candlelight .ickered in the oFce, casting eerie shadoTs 
along the TallsS ’he desk chair sat empty beside the deskS 
é gentle hum Illed the air as 0mbra sat on the ground, 
crossAlegged, eyes closed, trying to make a connectionS ’his 
TasnOt hoT wolana normally talked to 0mbra Then he blessed 
him Tith a visionS Ht Tas never something he could do on 
reEuestS ’he visions Must hit him at the most inopportune 
timesS 2ut 0mbra Tas getting desperateS Ne sat there at a 
crossroads betTeen Thether he should go on this Mourney in 
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LenaOs stead, and That his role Tas in the eventual doTnfall 
of the ‘roll familyS xhat he needed noT Tas guidance as to 
Thich Tay to goS

Ht  Tas  at  LenaOs  oneAhundredAandAthirtieth  birthday 
celebration Ive years prior that he had his vision from wolana 
about the doTnfall of the ‘roll familyS 9ot only that, but in 
the vision a terrible plague had struck the land, and much of 
the populace Tould dieS 0mbra had been seeking guidance 
from wolana ever since, but it had been silent, like a deep, dark 
caveS Dven less silent than that, because There caves usually had 
the sound of dripping Tater, he TasnOt even getting a trickle 
from wolanaS Ne Tas left Tith Must a Torrisome vision, and no 
guidance forTardS 

éfter a feT more minutes dTelling on the silence, 0mbra 
scoRed in frustration and .icked his handS é small magical 
Tind came from his Ingertips and circled the room, bloTing 
out all the candles around him and leaving him in complete 
darknessS Ne alTays prided himself on his visions from wolana, 
on his connection to their godS 2ut noT, sitting in the dark, 
0mbra felt like an abandoned child Tith no clear, guided path 
forTardS
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’he Tool blankets shifted and fell to the .oor as Lena tossed 
and turned in the canopy bed in her dormitoryS wheOd been 
having a tough time getting to sleep, and noT that she had 
Inally drifted oR, she soon Tished she Tas aTake againS

whe Tas surrounded by TaterS Derie purple light Tas coming 
up from the liEuid as it rippled around herS whe Tas Talking 
through the Tater, but somehoT she didnOt feel any Tet 
sensations along her skinS Cold, piercing eyes met her ga4e, and 
she found herself Talking toTards a slender manS és she got 
closer, she could Must make out in the dim light that he had a 
tall, Mutting nose, and a giant smileS ’he man Tas laughing at 
herS 

xhen she got close enough, the manOs hand Euickly lurched 
forTard and grabbed her by the faceS whe could make out 
tattoos of dogs, hellhounds more like, running up the manOs 
armsS ’he purple gloT of the Tater Tas re.ected in the manOs 
eyes as he stared deep into hersS Ne never stopped laughingS

whe tried to scream, but no sound came out, as suddenly 
the manOs grip on her face tightened and he forced her head 
under the TaterS ’he Tater felt TarmS Ner initial reaction Tas 
to struggle against him, but somehoT she felt calmS ’he purple 
Tater turned bright Thite, and she kneT there Tas no need to 
struggleS 

Coming out of the bright light, a man sloTly took shapeS 
5ery diRerent from the man she had Must seen, this man had a 
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kind face and radiant Thite robesS Nis skin didnOt even carry a 
blemish, and he seemed to gloT as he approached her through 
the lightS Nis broTn hair rippled doTn the side of his head and 
doTn past his shoulders, his face thin, like the man holding her 
in the Tater, but much more friendlyS

Z3ou must go,… the man saidS Lena Tas eGpecting a deeper 
voice, but it Tas of a normal midAtoneS

ZVo There1… she askedS
Z3our mission aTaits,… said the manS Zénd once it is done, 

you must bury and buildS…
2ury and build1 xhat did that even mean1 Ht Tas such 

an odd phrase, and Lena couldnOt even begin to comprehend 
That this man Tas talking aboutS whe stared at him, trying 
to place himS Ne somehoT looked familiarS Nis Tords Tere 
soothing, and though she Tas droTning underTater, she felt 
eGtreme comfort in hearing his voiceS 

-ore light parted from behind the man, and the écademy 
of wolana appeared behind himS Lena tilted her head and 
Tatched  in  ama4ement  as  the  man  smiled  and  .oated 
backTardsS Hn the middle of the courtyard, the man .oated 
until he Moined Tith the statue of wolana that stood there, 
reaching for the sky, Tater pouring out from his upstretched 
handS Ne melded completely into the statue, and Lena aToke 
Tith a startS
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’he phrase Kbury and buildO echoed audibly around her as 
she sat straight up in bed, sTeat inching its Tay doTn her 
foreheadS whe Tiped the back of her hand across her broT and 
stared Eui44ically at the glistening sTeat there, confusedS xas 
that a dream, or had she Must eGperienced her Irst vision from 
the god, wolana1

Later that same evening, Lena found herself in the kitchens 
packing her satchel Tith provisions for her trip to -tS LluoreS 
Ner father had been elated at her change of mind, though 
she hadnOt dared to tell him about her vision from wolanaS 
Hnstead, she had told him that -oryanOs speech in the Toods 
had gotten through to her, and she had never seen the man 
smile any Tider than he had at that momentS 

whe TasnOt sure Thy she hadnOt told him about the visionS 
Hn all honesty, he probably Tould have been elated that she 
had been spoken to by the god, that this Tas some sign in her 
hope for great magical abilities in the future, even if it Tas Must 
as a visionaryS Ht Tas a Teird feeling in the pit of her stomach 
that told her to lie, thoughS womething told her that her father 
TouldnOt react the Tay she had thought he TouldS ’hat he 
Tould somehoT resent her for her connection Tith the god, 
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Then it Tas Tell knoTn Tithin the family that he Tas still 
trying to Igure out his last vision from wolana Ive years priorS

wo noT she Tas packing up dried tallcutta and rye bread for 
her mission to the mountainsS Ht Tas the last thing she had to 
do before she set oRS Ner father had forbidden her to take her 
boT and arroTs Tith her, Thich had riled her up to no endS Ne 
Tanted a shoT of magical force on this mission, as thatOs the 
value that the ‘roll family saT in their allianceS whoTing up 
Tith rudimentary Teapons Tould make them look TeakS ét 
least thatOs hoT 0mbra had posited it during their brief chatS

xedging one last slice of bread into the last spot in the 
satchel, mostly to better hide something at the bottom, she 
.ipped the cover shut and slung it over her shoulder, turning to 
leaveS whe could not, hoTever, as a Igure stood in the doorTay 
of the eGitS wtartled, she placed a hand on her chest and let out 
a sighS

ZWh, my! H didnOt knoT you Tere so good at sneaking up 
on peoplez… she eGclaimedS whe Tas almost impressed at hoT 
Euietly he had approachedS -aybe there Tas a good tracker 
deep doTn inside him someThereS

-oryan smirked at her as he sauntered overS ZNust Tanted to 
stop by and say thanks for telling your father H had any impact 
at all on your decision to goS… Ne paused, Taiting for her to Ill 
the silenceS xhen she didnOt, he added, Zwo! That made you 
decide to go1…
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whe stared up into his blue eyes, looking for signs of bad 
intentionsS :eciding he Tas being genuine, she told him about 
her visionS Ne Tas going to be her husband after allS wheOd have 
to learn to conIde in him at some pointS qlus, it Tas a good 
test to see if That she told him got back to her fatherS Ht Tas an 
eGercise in trustS

xhen she Inished telling him, he Thistled a high noteS 
Zépparently youOve got your fatherOs gift,… he said, ama4edS 
éfter she gave him a blank stare for a moment, he said, Z:onOt 
Torry, LenaS H Till not tell himS Lrankly, H feel like it might 
break him if he kneTS… Ne smiled at her, and she felt her 
stomach .utter for Must a momentS

ZViven the fact that wolana is involved,… -oryan continued, 
ZdonOt you think this mission is a little more dangerous than 
you previously thought1 -aybe your father should go instead 
of youS…

whe cracked a halfAsmile and reached up around to grab the 
back of his neckS Dven though she Tas taller than most female 
elves, he Tas still a full head taller than herS whe pulled his head 
doTn to her level and gave him a small peck on the cheekS ZH 
appreciate you being Torried about me, but HOll be IneS xhy 
do you think my father is sending me1 Ne knoTs itOs a visit in 
good faithS ’he ‘roll family is neT to rulingS ’he neT king is 
Must a bit MumpyS Dverything Till be IneS…
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-oryan nodded, knoTing he could never change her mind 
on something once it Tas set, no matter hoT hard he triedS 
Lena gave him a pat on the shoulder and started for the doorS 
whe grabbed the doorframe and turned to say one more thing 
that Tas on her mindS ZNust keep an eye on my father Thile HOm 
gone, pleaseS…

Ne nodded again and Tatched her disappear out of the 
kitchenS Ne had a good feeling he Tould see her again, but 
something in his gut told him she TouldnOt be the same person 
Then she came backS Dven if she Tas, there Tas a gap betTeen 
them that Tould never be resolved so they could create a 
comfortable marriageS Ne kneT she Tas too independent to 
be tied doTnS



CHAPTER   ESEV

Among the 
Tahlari

T he shadow of the mountains fell over the pine forest. 
It was odd being so dark at this time of day because it 

was only just past midday. The shade brought a chill breeze 
through the woods, but Lena didn’t mind as she sat by the 
campSre she had made.

True,  it  was  too early  to stop for  the night,  but  since 
her father had forbidden her from bringing her bow and 
arrow with her, she decided to take some time to make a 
new one for this mission. ‘he didn’t think she’d need it, but 
she didn’t really care how it made her or her father look 
using Arudimentary weapons’. ‘he would rather be able to 
functionally help if need be, and to do that she needed her bow 
and arrows.
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®ver the last several days of her journey, she had been 
collecting the pieces she needed to create her new weapon. 
Cranches of dogwood trees would work well for her bow and 
the arrow shafts. ‘he’d been collecting turkey feathers she saw 
along the way as well. Rer pockets were full of obsidian from 
the shores of Lake qarana. The only thing she had sneaked out 
from under her father’s watchful gaze as she left was the xuiver 
that she had folded down neatly and stuMed into the bottom 
of her provision bag, hidden well under bread and meat.

Gow that she had most of the pieces she needed, she sat 
by the Sre with the charcoal she’d obtained from her Sres of 
the past few nights, and sap from the pine trees that now 
surrounded her. ‘he was heating these two ingredients into a 
glue that she could use to piece together her arrows. The nettle 
Sbres she’d collected could be woven together to make the 
bowstring. The Sbres also worked well for tying the feathers 
and arrowheads to the arrow shafts.

It was a long and arduous process, but it made her happy 
every time she was crafting. Raving spent her time the last 
few nights of travel whittling and prepping the materials, 
everything was coming together xuickly now that her glue was 
ready. Rer mind was totally free as she assembled the pieces, 
Srst the bow, and then si3 arrows that St nicely into her xuiver.

The hours passed eMortlessly, and Lena almost forgot about 
the an3iety she had been feeling heading in to talk to the new 
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rulers of the mountains. Carely a young adult elf now, she had 
been nothing more than a child when her father had helped 
the Wroll family destroy the dark kingdom. It was a lot to live 
up to, but having her weapon of choice would make it much 
easier to palate.

It didn’t seem long before fullFon darkness enveloped her 
as she was Snishing the last few arrows. Hs she St her dozen 
new arrows nicely into the xuiver, she heard a rustling in 
the  bushes.  4ithout  a  second thought,  she  snatched an 
arrow nimbly from the xuiver and strung it in her new bow. 
Nnfortunately, she hadn’t had the time to take test shots and 
break the bow in, but on Srst pull it felt nice in her grip.

O3pecting some kind of animal predator sneaking up on her, 
she was shocked to see a human head pop up from the bushes. 
“irst one, and then several. Cefore she could decide whether or 
not they were friendly, she heard leaves rustling all around her, 
and she realized she was surrounded.

Rer Sre was casting an eerie glare on their painted faces. 
‘he could see bursts of color radiating out from their noses, a 
spot on each of their cheeks, and one on their chin. ‘xuinting 
through the darkness, she could just make out the symbols. 
‘uns. ®ne large one in the center of their face across the nose, 
and three smaller suns surrounding this. The sign of ‘olana.

Lena slowly loosened her grip and pointed the slack arrow 
down at the ground. ‘he wondered how long these people 
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had been watching her. Eiven their appearance, they were 
primitive and did not belong to any speciSc kingdom. 4hile 
she was great at hiding and sneaking up on prey compared to 
those back at the Hcademy of Light, these people lived in the 
woods, and she admitted they had easily gotten the drop on 
her without her knowing. It was an eyeFopening truth.

‘lowly, she put the arrow back in her xuiver and slung her 
bow across her back, the string resting across her torso to keep 
the bow from falling. ‘he raised her hands in the air as the men 
and women around her stepped closer.

5Rello,Y Lena said, hoping they spoke native and could 
understand her.

Hn older woman with a ?at nose and graying hair stepped 
forward. ‘he was wearing a fantastical lavender dress that 
?owed down to her ankles. ‘he made Lena feel underdressed 
in her oMFwhite hooded traveling cloak.

5Rello,Y the older tribeswoman said. 54e had heard an elf 
was coming to help...Y there was a pause as the woman sized 
her up. 54e were e3pecting Nmbra.Y

Lena fought hard not to roll her eyes. Oven the primitives 
in the woods knew of her father and his reputation as savior 
against the dark. It seemed that even on a mission that her 
father had given to her, she wouldn’t be able to escape his 
shadow.
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‘he planted a smile on her face before she responded. 5Ky 
father is busy with another important matter. I’ve been sent in 
his stead.Y

The  old  lady  looked  back  at  another  tribesman,  who 
shrugged. The lady turned back to Lena. 5Zou must follow us 
then. Uallin ed’ ‘una would like a word.Y

Turning her head and looking at the woman from the side, 
Lena wasn’t sure what to make of this statement. 5Go, I can’t. 
Ky mission is to talk with the Wroll family about...Y

5... about the dark ritual the Wroll family has witnessed8 
Zes, we know. 4e know much better than they do. Uallin has 
information about this cult that you will want to hear.Y

The word caught Lena oMFguard. qult8 ‘he had e3pected 
that the Wroll family were just being paranoid, and that a few 
bad actors were causing trouble. Cut an organized cult8

5Zeah, okay. I’ll follow you,Y she said. Rer mission was to 
speak to the Wrollians Srst, but the Tahlari had decided that 
they wanted the lead.

The old woman nodded, and the others in the tribe fell 
in around Lena after she’d gathered her things and put out 
her Sre. ‘he and the others then followed the old lady as she 
led them back through the pine forest. “or being a group 
of around Sfteen people, Lena noticed how silent everyone 
was as they moved. It was so xuiet that she could hear the 
call of an owl not too far oM. ‘he wasn’t sure why, but she 
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felt comfortable around the tribespeople. Cack home, no one 
cared so much about stealth and just ambled about as they 
walked. Rere, she could tell she was among people who loved 
and respected nature as she did.

Cefore long, the forest gave way to a worn footpath, and then 
buildings in the distance. Hs they approached, Lena could see 
that they were huts made of logs, chopped down and hewn 
from the pine trees surrounding them. The roofs of the huts 
appeared to be made from dried prairie grass gathered from 
outside the forest. ‘mall children were chasing each other 
around the huts, tossing a ball made from an animal bladder 
back and forth.

®lder tribespeople could be seen sitting around outside the 
huts, whittling wood, cooking on Sres, and weaving together 
thick grasses to make baskets.

Lena smiled as she made her way through the small village. It 
was a pleasant change of pace to see things actually being made 
by hand instead of bought and imported. The path of houses 
led up to a large circular area of bare ground. UiMerentFsized 
buildings Slled this area, including a much wider building on 
the edge of the circle opposite the walking path they had just 
come down. This was clearly the center of the village, that was 
a frexuented common area.

The old lady she had been following motioned her towards 
the large building in the center. Hs Lena stepped through the 
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doorway, her awe at the robustness of the primitive village only 
grew. The building was twice as tall as any of the surrounding 
huts, and the ?oor she now stood on was made of the same 
pine wood, but the logs were cut in half and ?ipped to provide 
a ?at walking surface. The ?oors in both her home kingdom of 
Pelira and The Hcademy of Light were either made of stone or 
magically processed wooden planks, so the craftsmanship here 
was ingenious to her.

‘eated at the back of the room was a semicircle of people. 
They bore the same tattoos as those who had led her here. 
These individuals appeared to be much older than the other 
adults out in the village. Hs Lena made her way back to this 
new group, her eyes focused on the heavierFset old man in the 
middle of the semicircle. Re wore a crown of leaves on his head 
that was almost comically tall. Lena gave a slight nod as she 
approached, not sure if she should bow.

The old man raised his hand and gestured at the ground 
opposite him, and Lena took a seat on the ground where he 
had gestured. There was a thin mat laid there that made sitting 
on the ground a little more bearable, and she sat waiting for the 
man to speak. 4hen he did, it was in a language she couldn’t 
understand. The woman to his right was nodding along as he 
spoke, and when he Snished, the woman turned to speak to 
Lena in native so she could understand.
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5qhief  Uallin  ed’  ‘una  gives  his  greetings  and  warm 
welcome. Re also says that it was e3pected that Wing Nmbra 
of Pelira was going to come to aid the Wroll family.Y

Lena pursed his lips momentarily and then decided it was 
best to be friendly. Rer face broke into a smile as she spoke to 
the woman. 5Nmbra is my father. Re is very busy on another 
assignment, but has the utmost conSdence in my ability to 
handle this situation.Y Oven as she spoke the words, she felt a 
pang of shame, knowing they likely weren’t totally true.

Hfter  translating  this  back to  the  chief,  he  nodded in 
understanding, staring at her with sxuinted eyes. Hfter a 
moment,  Lena felt  a  sense of  relief  as  the chief  nodded. 
5qhief Uallin has sensed that Nmbra is wise in this decision. 
Re welcomes you and your assistance in this matter,Y the 
translator said.

Lena cocked her head in confusion. 5Ky help in this matter8 
This matter was called to our attention by the Wroll family.Y

H moment of translation got her an answer. 5The Wroll 
family may have called you here, but we are more involved than 
them. The Tahlari people are the ones being kidnapped. Taken 
from our village by force in the night. Three from the Wroll 
family go missing, and all the sudden it is their concern. 4e 
have lost almost a hundred of our people across the clans, all 
young men.Y
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Oyes wide, Lena tried to conceal her shock, but she knew 
she was doing a  poor job of  it.  5I’m sorry8 Uid you say 
oneFhundred people have gone missing8Y This wasn’t just a 
case of a few men from the Wroll family being lost. This was 
a largeFscale epidemic of raiding and kidnapping.

The translator nodded, not needing the chief to speak this 
time in order to answer. 5Hll men. Kostly young men. The 
chief’s son was among the last group that was taken. Rorns 
wail in the night. 1anic spreads through the village as we try 
to hide the young men. Torches surround us, and before we 
know it, our village is being raided by large men in masks with 
the faces of serpents. Hny who resists and tries to protect the 
young men is beaten down. The young men are drugged and 
taken away.Y

Lena  noticed  she  was  running  her  Sngers  along  her 
bowstring that was pressed against her chest. ‘omehow, it 
helped to calm her a bit. ‘he had e3pected this to be a xuick 
mission of tracking down a few Wroll men who had gotten 
lost in the woods or in a cave. Gow she became nervous as she 
realized the scope of what she was dealing with.

5Hny idea who is behind all this8Y
The interpreter and the chief glanced at each other before 

the chief nodded and gestured for the interpreter to elaborate. 
5Warkathi ed’ ‘ayana,Y the woman said. Lena shrugged and 
shook her head, not recognizing the name. 5Zour father met 
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him before when he helped us take down the Wingdom of 
Hairtross. Re likely wouldn’t remember him though,Y the 
woman paused and glanced at the chief again. Hnother nod, 
and she said, 5in a sense, he is qhief Uallin’s oldest son.Y

Gow the chief spoke continuously as he told his story, 
pausing only for the interpreter to catch up to his words. ‘he 
said, 5Long ago, the Tahlari were slaves to the “irestar family 
in Gorthern Uarmark. 4e were worked hard in the blistering 
sun, beaten and whipped, forced to build an empire for the 
“irestar family rule. It was because of these conditions that the 
Wroll family waged war against the “irestars and freed us from 
their oppression.Y

Lena was shocked by this information. ‘he had heard a few 
tales of the country Uarmark to the south, but she hadn’t 
heard about the Wroll family’s deeds in freeing the Tahlari. ‘he 
was beginning to get a picture of why they were so revered.

54hile the Wroll family were our saviors, they were also 
overlyFrighteous in their deeds, and wanted to stomp out the 
“irestar family from e3istence. Overy last one of them. That 
included the son of 4alther “irestar. Ht the time, Warkathi was 
only si3 years of age, and his name was 4erner. 4erner ?ed 
the massacre of his family and wound up in the den of Tahlari 
slaves. Uallin was not yet our chief at that time, and knew that 
4erner was the son of our enemy, but even so, looking into the 
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eyes of that scared, si3FyearFoldFboy, he could not let the Wroll 
family harm him.Y

5Haaron Wroll and his men tracked 4erner to the den of the 
slaves, but when Haaron xuestioned us if we had seen the boy, 
Uallin sxuared oM against the wouldFbe king, and told him that 
the boy had been there, but had run oM into the mountains. 
Uallin saved the boy’s life that day and took him in as one of 
us. 4erner became Warkathi ed’ ‘ayana, qhild of the Lost.Y 
Coth the chief and the woman stopped talking, allowing Lena 
to process it all.

Hfter a moment, Lena realized she was e3pected to reply. 
54hy would Warkathi be kidnapping boys from the village 
when you all took him in and saved his life8 4ho would bite 
the hand that feeds them8Y

The old chief sighed, a tear rolling down his cheek. Re spoke 
again, and the interpreter said, 5Warkathi had long talked of 
revenge on the Wroll family for what they did to his father. 
Uallin had always preached peace and forgiveness to him, 
but Warkathi had a vendetta ingrained in his soul since that 
fateful day. H few months ago, Warkathi disappeared. The raids 
started shortly after. Cefore he left, he said he had contacted 
someone who knew his pain. ‘omeone who could help him. 
Uallin urged him to stay, but one night, he was just gone.Y

Lena sighed. 5‘o, where does that leave me8 4hy are you 
telling me all this before I go and see the Wroll family8 I was 
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called here by them, not you. Cut you’ve obviously intercepted 
me for a reason.Y

The interpreter nodded. 5The Wroll family does not know 
that 4erner even lives. They had assumed, since the boy was 
so young, that he had run oM and died in the mountains. They 
don’t know what they’re up against here.Y

5Hnd what are they up against8Y Lena asked. 5H madman 
with a lifelong vendetta8 I’m sure they’ve dealt with worse.Y

The interpreter shook her head. 5Warkathi spoke a bit of the 
man he contacted. The man who said he could help him e3act 
his revenge. H man of magic.Y

Lena bit her lower lip. Rer hand gripped her bowstring 
hard. ‘he had come e3pecting to lead a search party. Instead, 
what she was being pulled into was a fullFscale magic Sght. 
54hat kind of magic8Y

Gow it was the chief who spoke. It was just one word, but 
that word sent a frightening chill up Lena’s spine. 5Caladan.Y



CHAPTER E  IHT

Kroll Rising

T he stalactites overhead were dripping down into the 
pool of purple water as Karkathi walked around the 

edge. He bit the long ,ngernail of his fore,nger as he circled 
the poolm conteyplating all the power that laI there waiting to 
be tapped.

At was a gift. B gloriousm powerful gift froy the dark god 
Oaladan. Sf coursem Oaladan was currentlI trapped awaI in 
another realy where Folana had contained his powersm but he 
had left traces of his power behind. Traces for others to use 
for their own dark intentions. qor their own usem and Karkathi 
could onlI guessm to use on the Luest to free hiy. Karkathi 
had ulterior yotives in freeing the dark godm however. Having 
grown up to watch his fayilI yurderedm and then being forced 
to live in povertI had left hiy powerless his whole life. He was 
done with being powerless. Oaladan was power.
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Mith the power the pool providedm along with the aid of 
Valakm the old shayanm and his aryI of Uark Huyansm he 
could ,nallI take his revenge on those who had yurdered his 
fayilID the Krollians. Snce he had wiped out everI last one of 
theym he would be in a yuch better position to yarch south 
and retake Uaryark in the naye of the qirestars.

The plan was alreadI in yotion. Bround a yonth agom he 
and Valak had successfullI killed the yan who had yurdered 
his fatherm xaaron Kroll. To cover their tracksm theI had yade 
it appear to be a hunting accidentm leaving his son in charge. 
®lric was weakm indecisivem and raw froy the loss of his father. 
This weakening of the Kroll fayilIm paired with his new aryIm 
was creating the perfect scenario to e’act his revenge.

Karkathijs colorful robe snagged a rockm and he pulled it free. 
Bs he did som he glanced at the tattoos that ran down his arys. 
He hated they so. TheI were given to hiy bI the yan who 
took hiy inm Uallin. He could never bring hiyself to call the 
yan his father. Malther was his fatherm and had been yurdered 
bI those pious fools who thought theyselves better than the 
qirestars. The tattoosm he was toldm were to help hiy blend in 
with the Tahlari tribe and not raise suspicions about who he 
reallI was. FIybols of the godm Folana. Uepictions of Tahlari 
historI. Bll part of the rusem the fake life that Karkathi had to 
portraI 5ust to survive the yurderous hands of the Krollians.
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Fpeaking of the Krolliansm Karkathi had now yade his waI 
to the back of the cave where three of they still laIm having 
been yurdered bI one of his Uark Huyans several daIs prior 
during their last ritual. Valak had cast a preservation spell on 
they so their bodies still appeared as though theI had been 
freshlI killed. He syiled as he looked down at they. 

TheI were yen he recogniJed froy his freLuent spIing 
froy the shadows. Sne of they he knew as :angstonm son of 
qaltonm brother to the new king. Ge’t to hiy lie Oaron and 
Oucklowm sons of “arinam the sister. He was shocked at the good 
fortune that had coye during the ritual. Got onlI had their 
conversion of Tahlari Iouth into Uark Huyans been a successm 
but he had also dealt another blow to the Kroll fayilI bI taking 
out a few of their heirs.

Foyething bit at this thought. Sne of they had escaped. 
The one he had recogniJed as :eeve Kroll. The golden child. 
TheI had been unable to ,nd hiym and it was likelI that 
the cultjs presence was now known. Got that it yattered. 
The plan was in yotionm and could not be stopped. B few 
yore batches of converted Tahlarim hopefullI soye successful 
e’periyenting with the dwarvesm and he would have enough 
yen under his coyyand to ary they and take the yountain 
froy the inside.

?Bdyiring our priJed victiys”6 said a voice in the pale 
light of the pool. Karkathi looked up to see Valak had ,nallI 
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5oined hiy. The darkPskinned sorcerer was wearing his usual 
snakePhead crownm a sIybol of his lost status as the shayan 
of xairtross. Rike Karkathim Valak had lost everIthing because 
of the Kroll fayilI. ®ver weakm the Krollians had suyyoned 
elves of light yagic to coye and destroI the xiryorphia 
users of xairtrossm raJing the entire kingdoy to the ground. 
Snce destroIedm the Krollians had stuck the Tahlari where the 
kingdoy had once stood. SnlI Valak and a few doJen others 
had yanaged to escape the carnage alive. “ust yore survivors 
of the crueltI of the Kroll.

?“ust  reveling  in  what  theI  are  about  to  becoyem6  he 
answered the old shayan.

Valak grinned and nodded. He had been waiting decades 
for this yoyent. The yoyent he could e’act his revenge. An 
e’ilem after yanI decades in the shadowsm Valak had been given 
a vision froy Oaladan. B vision that a Tahlari yan was also 
seeking the saye vengeance. He had sent his brute enforcer to 
contact Karkathim and Karkathi had gone to rallI Valak and 
the other scattered e’iles of the xairtross cult.

:aising his wrinkled handsm Valak began to chant the words 
in an oldm forgotten language. 7urple light foryed between his 
arched ,ngersm converging above his paly into a single point 
of light. Snce the light grew bright enoughm or he reached a 
certain point in his spellm Karkathi couldnjt tell whichm Valak 
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raised his hand towards the dead Krollians sprawled out on the 
cave @oor.

Rike lightning across the skIm the beay shot froy Valakjs 
hand and hit each of the dead in turn. Karkathi stared in awe 
as the bodies writhedm the electric 5olt coursing through their 
bodies.

®ven though he knew what the end goal wasm the sight of 
the bodies yoving still sent an icI chill up his spine. Bnd thenm 
the eIes of :angston popped open 5ust as the chill reached his 
neckm and Karkathijs eIes grew wide. Having seen the creation 
of Uark Huyans was nothing coypared to seeing the dead 
brought back to life.

?:iseA6 Ielled Valak in nativem and the dead yen snapped 
right up to attention in such a waI that a live person could 
not. TheI stared blanklI at the pair of yen in colorful robesm 
waiting for their ne’t coyyand.

Karkathi syiled. Got onlI was the Kroll fayilI weakm but 
theI now had soye keI yeybers working directlI for hiy.

?Mhere are we”6 the one Karkathi recogniJed as Oucklow 
asked.

?The cave where Iou diedm6 said Karkathi curtlI. ?The cave 
where Iou have been reborn. Blsom the cave where Iou will help 
us create yore Uark Huyans until wejve ayassed an aryI big 
enough to story Vt. qluore and kill everI last Kroll there.6
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The three yenjs eIes all bulged in horrorm and all Karkathi 
could do was laugh as there was nothing theI could do to 
disobeI.



CHAPTER   N  E

Reeve

B ooming voices could be heard on the other side of the 
large oak doors, and Lena paused to gather herself. She 

had slept well enough in the village the night before, one lovely 
couple oIering their home for her to sleep. She had initially 
refused their gesture, not wanting to impose, but they had 
been very insistent, becoming oIended she was denying their 
oIer.

’t wasnKt a lack of sleep that was making her nervous now. ’t 
wasnKt even the loud voices on the other side of the door as she 
listened to the Croll family arguing fervently about something. 
’t was the conversation sheKd had with Dhief Gallin that was 
still ringing through her mind.

qrowing up watching her father and brother use SolanaKs 
Light, and then going on to fail miserably at it herself, made it 
painfully clear that Solana was real. She had never Tuestioned 
that. qiven that he was real, it would then make sense that his 
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counterpart, Baladan was real as well. ’t had Wust never cropped 
up in her life in such a real sense as hearing people were actively 
using his dark magic. Eow she was here to help hunt them 
down and put a stop to it.

She pulled at the cloak where it hugged her neck, resisting 
the urge to throw the hood up and hide away. Ahe robe 
had been white when sheKd left the academy, but was now a 
lavender color and smelled of Vowers. Ahe same couple that 
had given her their home for the night had also taken her robe, 
satchel, and bow as she dined with the tribe. Dhief GallinKs 
translator had told her they would keep her things safe in their 
lodging. 1hen she had gone to the hut after dinner, her things 
were waiting for her, but her robe was now soaking in a bucket. 
1hen she awoke that morning, the couple had dried it for her, 
and it was now violet.

She thought it an odd gesture, but accepted it from the 
couple and thanked them multiple times for their generous 
accommodations.

Eow, placing her hand on the handle of the giant door, 
she wondered if the Vower smell would make her seem weak. 
Reaving a deep sigh, she decided there was nothing else for it. 
She grabbed the handle and threw the door wide.

She was greeted by an ornate room with a long wooden table 
down the center. Surrounding the table were tall, decorative 
chairs, though no one in the room was sitting down. ’nstead, 
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they were all standing and pointing at each other as if they had 
been in the middle of a large debate and were blaming each 
other for all their recent misfortunes.

Ahe room went more silent than night in the woods, and 
every eye was suddenly on her as she strode awkwardly through 
the threshold. Post of the people in the room appeared to 
be older, though two young men stood at the far end of the 
table. ®ne appeared to be close to her age, though she knew 
she was older than everyone here, given the fact that they were 
all humans.

Eot sure if she should bow and greet them as royalty, also 
being royalty herself, she settled with a slight hand raise and a 
head nod as she said, ZRello, ’Km ”rincess Lena of Felira. Py 
father has sent me to consult with you about your problems.x

Ahere was a long silence as everyone stared at her with 
increasingly narrow eyes. Ahe man at the far end of the table 
with the crown, presumably Cing Olric, whispered something 
hurriedly out of the corner of his mouth to the older man on 
his right. Ahis man shrugged and whispered back, gesturing at 
the king and then over at Lena. She couldnKt make out what 
they were saying, but she could guess it wasnKt friendly.

2inally, after several more whispered e3changes, Cing Olric 
cleared his throat loudly, and put what he thought looked like 
a genuine smile on his face, though she could read something 
else there. Z1elcome, Lena, we were...e3pecting Cing Nmbra.x
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Lena tried to make her smile back feel more genuine than 
Cing OlricKs looked, but she feared it likely looked Wust as fake. 
ZPy father sends his regrets that he is busy tending to other 
important matters.x She paused for a moment, thinking about 
her fatherKs obWectives in sending her and why he didnKt Wust 
ignore the matter or tell them they couldnKt make it. Z1hen 
the Croll family sends a message of need, Felira always wants 
to make sure it doesnKt go ignored.x

Olric nodded and gestured to a seat ne3t to the two younger 
men in the room. ZAhank you, Lena. ”lease have a seat here 
ne3t to :eeve.x

Lena made her way around the room, all eyes on her as 
she went. Ralfway down the long table, she glanced out the 
window. Ahe view of Faroft from here was breathtaking. 
Porning light shone down on the shorter mountain peaks 
before  here.  Beyond  that  were  the  pine  forest  and  then 
grasslands as far as the eye could see.

Hs Lena turned back towards the table, her eyes caught 
those of the one Olric had called :eeve, and her stomach did 
a somersault. Re was standing, one hand on the back of the 
chair he had pulled out for her. Ris other hand gestured for 
her to sit. Ris smile seemed to be the only genuine thing in the 
room.

Hs she drew closer, she noticed how blue his eyes were, 
the same deep blue as Lake Darana. She felt her face Vush as 
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she reali?ed she was staring. Poving Tuickly to sit before he 
reali?ed her face was red, she set her satchel on the ground ne3t 
to her chair and pulled herself in closer to the table.

Hs :eeve sat down ne3t to her, she found herself looking out 
of the corner of her eye at him. Ris messy hair looked all out 
of sorts, but somehow still nice. Rer stomach felt like it was 
in a knot, and she internally scolded herself. Re was a human, 
likely over one4hundred years younger than her, though he 
looked developmentally the same. :egardless of how close in 
age they seemed biologically, she would still outlive him by 
many millennia.

Arying to push :eeve from her mind, but still painfully 
aware of his presence right ne3t to her, Lena cleared her throat 
and looked e3pectantly towards the king, waiting for him to 
speak.

Ahe king had a half4smile on his face, and she knew sheKd 
been caught fawning. Ao her relief though, Olric became all 
business, and spoke to the pressing matters at hand. ZSo, 
Lena, your father has been a great help in the past, helping us 
defeat the kingdom of Mairtross. ’t seems we still have some 
remnants of dark magic lingering. ’s this something you are 
eTuipped to help us withYx he asked, eyeing her hand that was 
absentmindedly playing with the bowstring strung across her 
chest. She immediately knew that his seeing such a mundane 
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weapon made him think she wasnKt the right person for this 
mission.

Being familiar with people looking down on her preference 
for the bow, she smiled and replied, Z1hile it is true that 
’Km still a student, ’ have con5dence in my abilities to handle 
anything for your great family.x Paybe she should have taken 
part in the theater at the academyY She felt her portrayal of false 
con5dence was going over well.

Ahere was a scoI from across the table. Olric turned to glare 
at the man. Z6ouKll have to e3cuse my brother,x said Olric. 
ZRe is still grieving the loss of his son in recent days, and has 
apparently forgotten how manners work.x Olric turned to look 
pointedly at his brother.

Ahe golden4robed man across the table still glared at her, not 
caring that he had Wust been scolded by his king. Ris balding 
head shone above his wrinkled face. Ris mouth turned down 
into a scowl as he spoke to her, his voice not becoming any 
brighter.

ZAhree of our royal family have gone missing, dead by the 
accounts of :eeve, and we are sent a student to help us. Rardly 
a favor...x

ZRold your tongue7x Olric snapped at him. ZNmbra has sent 
us aid, and we will use what help we can get. She said she is 
capable of helping, and we have no reason not to take her at 
her word.x
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Ahe man slunk back down into his chair, silent but visibly 
fuming.  Olric  chose  to  ignore  his  brotherKs  pouting and 
continue his conversation with Lena. ZHs ’Km sure youKve 
heard  from  your  father,  weKve  had  three  of  our  family 
disappear while investigating a disturbance reported by the 
Aahlari.x

Before Lena could answer, :eeve cut her oI. Z’tKs likely that 
Lena knows more about all this than we think, 2ather. SheKs 
been with the Aahlari already.x

Lena shot him a look. Olric glared at his son as well. ’t seemed 
like the king was having trouble keeping everyone in line. Hnd 
:eeveY Rad he been spying on her the previous nightY She 
cocked her head and waited for him to e3plain, trying not to 
let his good looks block her suspicion.

:eeve cleared his throat nervously, a half4smile on his face 
as he spoke to her. Z”urple clothing is common among the 
Aahlari. 2rom the smell of lavender, your cloak is freshly dyed. 
’ donKt think youKre a day late because you decided to stop and 
color your cloak.x

Lena nodded. Ahe prince had good intuition. Re would 
make an e3cellent tracker on a hunt. Ahe thought of hunting 
with him alone in the woods sent another Vush feeling through 
her face, and she knew she must look very red. Ahe kingKs 
brother shot :eeve an odd, knowing look and a half smile.
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ZReKs right,x she said. ZAhey stopped me at my campsite last 
night, and a delightful couple let me have their hut. Ahey are 
the ones who dyed my cloak.x

ZAhey must like you a lot,x said :eeve. ZAhey donKt like to 
share their dye with Wust anyone.x

Lena thought about it for a moment. ZEot sure if it was 
about them liking me so much as them wanting me to know 
CarkathiKs motives behind all this.x

Dhairs  slid  back  from  the  table,  and  everyoneKs  Waws 
dropped. H few of the older Crollians stood and placed their 
hands 5rmly on the table. Ahe kingKs brother spoke.

ZAhey told you who is behind all thisY 6ou know the animal 
who supposedly killed my sonYx

Lena nodded. She proceeded to tell them everything that 
Dhief Gallin and his translator had relayed to her the night 
before. Ahe people in the room listened with rapt attention, 
and when she was done, Olric had to work to calm his brother 
down.

ZOasy, 2alton,x he said, lowering his hand in a motion to tell 
his brother to lower his anger.

ZGonKt tell me to be easy, Brother. 6ou and 2ather always 
defended the  Aahlari  as  your  big,  noble  cause.  6our  spy 
network. Hnd here they are, hiding our oldest enemy. Aell 
me, Olric, what other secrets are they out there hiding from 
usY Paybe we should Wust let this Carkathi 5nish them all oI 
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and be done with it. Ahen we can focus on more important 
matters, like keeping Faroft from devolving into a civil war7x

Z’ donKt think :eeve here would be too happy if we let the 
Aahlari die out,x said :asgar from beside his brother. Hfter 
the glare he got from his father, he reali?ed he shouldnKt have 
chimed in, and went Tuiet. Lena looked to :eeve and saw it 
was his turn for a Vushed face.

Z1hat does he mean by...x Lena started to ask, but Olric cut 
her oI.

Z1e are not letting the Aahlari die oI. 1e need to stop 
Carkathi and his use of dark magic before it grows and infects 
us all. Ahe fate of the Aahlari is interlinked with ours. ’f they 
go e3tinct, we will not be too far behind.x

2alton scoIed. Z1hat do you propose we do then, OlricY 
Sending in what few troops we have wonKt do much against 
dark magic, and will Wust leave us defenseless.x

Ahe king stroked his beard in thought. ZBased on :eevesK 
report, this cult was at the dark pool to perform a ritual. Ahey 
were coming from the outside. Ahis makes me think they 
donKt have their base set up in this cave...x

ZBut the pool gives them power,x Lena added.
Z”recisely,x said Olric, snapping his 5ngers and pointing at 

Lena. ZAhe pool is their source of power. So we cut it oI. ’ 
say we send a battalion of men down to secure the outside 
entrance to the cave. Ahen, Lena, would you be able to track 
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down the cult and take out their leadersY Dut the head oI this 
snake, and hopefully the rest of the cult will wither and die.x

Reart skipping a beat, Lena swallowed hard. 1as she ready 
to take on a magical cultY She supposed that a well4aimed 
arrow could take care of any type of creature if she hit the right 
spot, magic or not.

She nodded that she could help, knowing that her father 
wouldnKt back down from any challenge, especially one that 
indebted the Croll family to them further if successful. Rer 
fatherKs visions told her that Faroft would one day be totally 
ruled by the Croll family. ’t was their Wob to help them ful5ll 
that destiny.

Ahen the vision of Solana came crawling back to the front of 
her mind. Z®f course ’ will helpJ that is why ’Km here. ®nly... 
’ do not know these mountains or these woods. ’ donKt even 
know where the cultKs cave is located. 1here do ’ beginYx

:asgarKs face lit up. Z’ will go with you7x he said eagerly.
ZGonKt be silly, Brother,x :eeve cut in. Z6ou are the heir to 

the throne, and this mission is dangerous. ’ will accompany 
Lena.x :eeve reached out and placed a hand on top of hers on 
the table. H tingle shot from her hand up her arm. Re looked 
at her, but she avoided his ga?e. Re Tuickly reali?ed this made 
things awkward and gave her hand a Tuick pat and turned back 
towards his father, waiting for his reaction.
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Ahe half4smile returned to OlricKs face, and suddenly Lena 
wished she were anywhere else in Faroft. She was on a mission, 
and here it was blatantly obvious that she was pining for this 
kingKs son.

Olric nodded. Z:eeve, you can be LenaKs guide...x :asgar 
scoIed at being passed over on his oIer so easily and tried hard 
to disappear into his chair, Z...but ’Kve almost lost you once. 
Reir or not, you are still very important to this family. 6ou are 
to leave any direct conVict with this dark cult to Lena, do you 
understand meYx

:eeve nodded vigorously, and she could feel him looking 
e3citedly towards her. Rer face felt hot as she felt him looking 
at her, but she tried desperately to avoid eye contact.

Z1here do we start  thenYx she asked,  running a  hand 
through her hair and tucking it behind her ear, staring at the 
table.

:eeve thought for a moment. ZAhe dwarves in the mines 
helped us 5nd the cave through the tunnelsJ maybe they have 
some insight into where the cult livesYx

ZHs good a place to start as any,x said Lena. She had never 
seen a dwarf in real life before, only in childhood storybooks. 
’n the stories, they were usually bumbling oafs and lessons to 
children about not being greedy. She assumed these stories had 
originated with a grain of truth from somewhere.
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Zqreat7 ’ will get provisions, and we will set out by this 
evening7x 1ith that, :eeve kicked back his chair and hurriedly 
left the room. Hs he vacated his spot, Lena could see the 
still4fuming :asgar  sitting  in  his  chair,  arms  folded and 
pouting. Re looked very much like his uncle who sat across 
from him.

Lena turned to Olric and his knowing half4smile. Gespite 
what the king was thinking, and no matter how attractive she 
found :eeve, it was an impossible infatuation that could go 
nowhere. She stood and bowed slightly, e3cusing herself to the 
hallway outside where she planned to put :eeve out of her 
mind and focus on the mission at hand, all the while thinking 
about where he went and that the ne3t time she saw him they 
would be heading out together alone.



CHAPTER TE  

Petaro

T he entrance to the mining tunnels was ominous and 
dark. The gaping cave entrance was carved into the 

mountainside, too smooth to have formed naturally. Lena 
looked up above the entrance and saw words carved into the 
stone arch that read ‘Petaro Mining City’.

She had to admit, she was a bit nervous to meet dwarves. 
There weren’t that many throughout Zaroft, and they had a 
reputation of being unfriendly to outsiders. From what she’d 
heard, they loved whatever business they were involved with, 
and made success and wealth their whole life. Anything else in 
the world was either meant to help them grow their business 
or was a hindrance. It was a stark contrast to the Elven society 
she was used to, where arts and magic Hourished. Money was 
rarely needed back home, but when it was, there was plenty of 
it.
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She felt a hand on her upper back, and a chill ran down 
her spine. :eeve had placed his hand there to help guide her 
forward, and she reali“ed she had stopped and stared at the 
arch for an awkward amount of time.

Wxe should get a move on so we can ”nd out our nejt move 
before nightfall,- :eeve said in her ear. She Bumped forward 
and continued walking, trying to think about their upcoming 
meeting with the dwarves, and not about how good :eeve 
looked in his fresh, blue tunic.

WI agree. I was Bust checking out the craftsmanship,- she said 
as they entered the cave.

The ”rst room they entered smelled of must. It was a damp 
cave smell Lena had only ejperienced a few times in her life. 
To their right was another carved3out section of the mountain 
sporting a long wooden table on a raised platform. ?ehind the 
table was a row of pickajes hanging by leather straps. To the 
left, a mine cart sat on tracks that led into the obscurity of 
another dark tunnel. The only sound was the echoing of their 
footfalls on the stone ground.

WUoesn’t look like anyone is here,- said Lena. She wasn’t 
ejpecting a grand entrance surrounded by miners, but the fact 
that no one was around, and not even a sound could be heard, 
was unsettling.
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:eeve went over to the table by the pickajes and looked back 
into the empty area. WUon’t worry, they’re always here. Mining 
is their life.-

She let out a silent laugh at how right the stories had been 
about a dwarf’s love of work. She wondered if they were totally 
sel”sh, like in the stories, too. WStill, I don’t like it. This seems 
odd.-

WUon’t like itY- asked :eeve. Wxell, then what would you 
likeY A grand feast and a welcome as honored guestsY Maybe 
they’ll tap into the good ale for us.- Re laughed.

WGo,- said Lena while she ejamined the mine cart. WSome 
kind of contact would be good though. They obviously aren’t 
working the mines in force. ®nly a few pickajes are missing 
from that wall.-

WMaybe they work at nightY- said :eeve. Wxhen I was here 
with my cousins, it was nighttime and most of the pickajes 
were missing.-

W®r maybe they’ve shut down operations to send out a 
search party,- said a booming voice from the shadows. They 
both looked, and from around the corner up ahead came a 
dwarf. Re was about half Lena’s height, but what surprised 
her was the shock of bright red that made up the dwarf’s hair 
and beard. Ris forehead was wrinkled with age, and his nose 
was crooked as if it had been broken at some point in his life.
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Lena gawked at his clothing, never having seen anything 
like it before. Re wore a thick wool undershirt, topped with 
a brown leather vest. Re had brown leather pants to match, 
though she doubted he was trying to match for style. Ris arms 
sported leather bracers topped o! with gloves. All protection 
for a hard day’s work in dangerous conditions.

W5ou’ve got a lot of nerve coming here after what you did,- 
he boomed at :eeve.

:eeve looked shocked and pointed at himself. Wxhat I didY 
A search partyY xhat happened here, OarrunY-

Oarrun’s eyes darted back and forth. Lena and :eese came 
in closer, sensing they were being watched as Oarrun now 
looked scared.

WI’ve said too much already,- the dwarf said. WThey heard 
you come in. They’ve been here since they followed you back 
through the tunnels the other day, and now they’ve taken over 
the mine and are stealing our stock of subHuore.-

:eeve moved closer to the dwarf, his voice barely audible. WI 
am so sorry, Oarrun. I had no idea. Can they hear us hereY-

Oarrun shook his head. WThere are some of them waiting up 
around the third bend to ambush you. They sent me to draw 
you in. qust up this ”rst access shaft...-

Lena lurched forward and tackled Oarrun to the ground Bust 
as an arrow bla“ing in purple light soared Bust over his head. 
WThey aren’t waiting6 They’re here6-
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:eeve drew his  sword and faced o! against  their  foes. 
Looking down the rock corridor, he saw he was up against ”ve 
cult members of those that could be seen. It was hard telling 
how many more were around the corner in hiding. They were 
all clad in their menacing snake masks, so it was impossible 
to see their faces, but what he could see was their bows with 
glowing purple arrows drawn and ready to ”re.

Abandoning any idea of attacking, he sheathed his sword 
and ran over to help Lena and Oarrun up, pulling them out 
of the way Bust in time as a volley of arrows hit the spot they 
had Bust been lying. Their momentum carried them over to the 
mine cart, which provided minimal cover for the three of them 
while their enemy advanced.

WRow many of them are thereY- Lena asked, freeing her 
bow from around herself and nocking an arrow in one swift 
movement.

WFive I could see,- said :eeve, wishing he had a ranged 
weapon on him, but placing a hand on his sword in case they 
came close enough.

Lena popped up 7uickly above the cart and ”red o! an 
arrow. A scream was heard in the distance.

WUown to four,- said Lena, stringing another arrow. WCan 
we make a run for the entranceY-

Another arrow with purple light whi““ed overhead. It 
clattered against the rock wall behind them, and Lena popped 
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up to send another shot down the tunnel. She found her target 
Bust as the remaining cult members released a volley her way. 
®ne arrow was coming right at her, and her shot mis”red as 
she Berked to duck down out of the way. She heard her arrow 
miss and clang o! the wall behind her target.

WI don’t think a run for the entrance would be safe,- Oarrun 
said. WThe cult took over the mine, but they also kidnapped 
some of our workers. Took them out there somewhere. They’ll 
likely be back for more of us soon. Sent some scouts out after 
them, but not sure they’ll be there to back our escape.-

Lena frowned. Wxhat about this mine cartY Is the tunnel 
downhillY Can it get us out of hereY- She popped up and ”red 
another arrow to keep their enemy at bay while they made a 
plan.

Oarrun shook his head, but Lena didn’t see this response as 
she ”red and struck another cult member in the neck with an 
arrow. WGo,- he said to make sure she heard. WThe access shaft 
goes uphill. Easier to let full carts slide back down. It’s operated 
on a pulley system. ®ne of us would have to stay behind to 
operate it, and would get shot down before the others got very 
far.-

WRow many arrows do you have leftY- :eeve asked her, 
drawing his sword.

WEight or nine,- she answered, trying to count back to how 
many she had ”red out of the do“en she’d made.8
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WFire them fast6- he yelled as he swiveled around the side of 
the mine cart and charged at the remaining enemies.

?efore she had time to process what he was going to do, he 
was gone. She didn’t have any time to think or stop him, so she 
stood up and ”red o! two arrows as 7uickly as she could at the 
targets that were turning towards :eeve to help cover him.

®ne dropped, and the other she’d only hit in the shoulder. A 
non3lethal shot. She cursed herself and ”red another. This one 
missed completely, but it didn’t matter at this point. :eeve had 
already engaged the group, and Lena watched in awe as they 
drew short swords against him, but to no avail.

It was obvious that :eeve had had a lot of practice with 
a sword, if not full3on battle ejperience. Re 7uickly ran the 
”rst two men through, and then faced o! against the nejt two 
that rounded the corner. The reinforcements didn’t matter, 
as he 7uickly dispatched them, sending them slinking to the 
ground.

WSo much for the ‘:eeve is a guide and shouldn’t engage the 
enemy’ order,- she said to herself, thinking back to how Iing 
Elric wanted his son to stay out of the fray. She wondered if 
word would get back to her father about how she had allowed 
the king’s son to Boin the ”ght.

Oarrun chuckled nejt to her. WAin’t no way we’re keeping 
Master :eeve out of the battle, Miss. Re cares too much.- 
Lena smiled at this, her guilt somewhat eased. 
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®nce the last body had landed with a thud, :eeve turned 
back towards the other two. WI don’t see anyone else here. xe 
should be safe to move. xhere does this tunnel go, OarrunY-

The dwarf came out from behind the mining cart and 
grabbed a short sword from one of the fallen cult members. 
WThis is the main mine shaft straight through the mountain. 
It branches o! into tunnels that lead to subHuore alcoves. The 
Tahlari cult was stationed around the sleeping 7uarters and 
ration stash.-

WThe Tahlari aren’t a cult6- snapped :eeve. 
Lena looked at  him through the awkward silence that 

followed. Re looked angry and was kicking at a loose rock on 
the cave Hoor. Apparently, :eeve was more concerned with his 
grandfather’s legacy of protecting the Tahlari than his father 
was. Since Oarrun looked shocked that he’d o!ended him, 
Lena decided to 7uickly change the subBect.

W5ou actually sleep down here in the darkY- Lena asked 
as she salvaged her arrows from her fallen foes, blocking the 
human aspect from her mind and trying to pretend the bodies 
on the ground were Bust animals she’d hunted. ®nly one arrow 
had broken after it impacted the wall, so she was happy she 
could recover so many.

Oarrun shrugged. W®nly when we have to catch up on 
supply. Most of us live out in the ...-
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Oarrun was cut o! by yelling from the entrance of the mine. 
A team of ”ve dwarves was barreling towards them, waving 
their short arms in the air in warning.

The dwarf in front looked very young compared to Oarrun. 
Ris hair was brown, and his skin was smooth, at least what 
could be seen of it around his bushy facial hair. Re was clad in 
a green vest and brown trousers as if he meant to blend into 
the forest he was Bust running from. The others were dressed 
in similar earth tones, but appeared to be closer to Oarrun’s 
age.

The lead dwarf ran straight to Oarrun, out of breath and 
hardly able to speak. Oarrun put a hand on his shoulder, trying 
to steady him. Wxhat, UarethY xhat’s wrongY-

Catching his breath, Uareth pointed back towards the light. 
Wxe found the others at the cult’s camp. They’re in cages. 
?eing tortured. xe were spotted and couldn’t help them. They 
are coming6-

Lena’s head whipped back towards the entrance, and sure 
enough, a ways o! in the distance, she saw a group of ”gures 
heading towards the mine. WUo we ”ghtY- she asked, also 
picking up a short sword as Oarrun had done.

Oarrun tossed his short sword from one hand to the other 
and then pointed down the mine shaft. WGo, there are too 
many of them. I think we can lose them if we go into the mine.-
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WI thought you said there were more of them in the mineY- 
yelled :eeve.

W5es, but we have more opportunity to ”ght on our own 
terms in there than outnumbered here in the open. Move6-

Lena took one more glance back at those approaching the 
mine and estimated twenty warriors were bearing down on 
them. She 7uickly picked up a second sword for good measure 
and ran o! after :eeve and the sij dwarves.



CHAPTER E  ELEV

The Brute

T he tunnel grew narrower and darker as they ran. Soon 
the only light was coming from brackets on the wall 

where yellow crystals were mounted.
“Sub?uore as lights”L Eena asked as they ran. vAerything 

back home and at the Hcademy was lit by magical pre. Yer 
father wanted to distance himself from such worldly uses of 
light and ,ower.

“GesKL ’arrun ,antedK trying to kee, his breath as he ran. 
“The Tahlari are trying to take it from us and sell it to hire 
mercenaries against the !roll family.L

“The  Tahlari  arenRt  trying  to  take  anythingBL  IeeAe 
sna,,ed. “They would neAer...L

H loud scream sounded from behind themK and they turned 
to see one of the scout dwarAesK his face contorted in ,ainK dro, 
to his knees and then face ,lant onto the hard stone ground. 
:ehind himK they could see cult  members and ,ossessed 
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Tahlari closing in fastK one holding u, a bow that had taken 
down the scout.

“®oBL yelled the dwarf called Nareth as he ,ulled two 
daggers  from his  hi,s  and went  charging  back  after  the 
murderer.

Eena didnRt haAe time to think as she also turned and ran 
to Xoin Nareth in the pght. She ,ulled both swords u, in 
an Z-R in front of her to block an incoming arrow and then 
charged into the fray of oncoming tribesmen. Suddenly she 
was trans,orted back to the intense s,arring sessions sheRd had 
with her brotherK ’arrickK in the training arena back in 'elira. 
1Aer the years sheRd become ,ropcient in dualWwielding short 
sta3s. The swordxs weight felt di3erent in her handK but her 
style with them still felt familiar as she carAed through the prst 
few enemies.

IeeAe was beside her in an instantK blocking high swings 
coming down on NarethK and killing cult members who were 
?anking him. Eena could tell he knew she had her side of things 
handled as he and Nareth worked their side of the cram,ed 
tunnel.

Marm blood ran free as Eena felt a slash on her right arm. She 
yel,ed slightly at the sting of the bladeK but ,ulled her sword 
shar,ly across the airK taking her attackerRs head clean o3. The 
tribesmen behind him took a hesitant ste, back at thisK but 
Eena noticed his face twitchK as if in intense ,ainK and then 
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anger and resolAe re,laced the ,ain and fearK and he charged 
forward at Eena.

She was taken aback by his facial contortions and wasnRt 
,re,ared for the attackK Xust as IeeAe s,un around and ran the 
man through with his sword.

Nareth dis,atched the last oneK and as the man fellK they 
were left in the dimly lit tunnel with a ,ile of bodies on the 
?oor. They all looked at each other in relief. Hfter a momentK 
the adrenaline of battle wore o3K and Eena grabbed her arm in 
,ain.

Seeing the bloodK IeeAe didnRt hesitate to ri, o3 a stri, of 
his tunic and o3er to wra, it around her arm. Eena nodded 
and let him tie the makeshift bandage around her arm tightly. 
Mhen he was doneK he looked u, from his work and right into 
her eyes. vAerything else seemed to melt away.

H gru3 Aoice interru,ted them as ’arrun was bent oAer the 
fallen enemiesK eJamining them. “D know you donRt want to 
think these men are TahlariK zaster IeeAeK but the tattoos on 
these four say otherwise.L

They looked down to see ’arrun ,ointing at the tattoos 
on some of their arms. Dt was a large sun surrounded by three 
smaller suns.

IeeAe shook his head. “D know theyRre TahlariK ’arrunK but 
you didnRt go to the ,ool. These men are brainwashedK under 
a s,ell. They arenRt acting of their own accord.L
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“YeRs rightKL Eena chimed in. “5ust now one of them looked 
absolutely horripedK like he had realiqed for a moment what 
was actually going on. H second later his face twisted in ,ain 
and he was back on the attack. Someone is controlling these 
men.L

IeeAe looked down at the other men on the ground. They 
all wore masks that bore a resemblance to a snake. “These men 
hereKL he saidK “they drown the Tahlari in the ,oolK and they 
come out under their control. The man who attacked me had 
Xust drowned in the ,ool. SomehowK thatRs the source of their 
control. ThatRs why my father sent troo,s to the ,ool to secure 
it.L

’arrun shook his head. “Me canRt worry about the ,ool 
right now. Me haAe to free the other dwarAes being held ca,tiAe 
dee, in the mine.L

Flacing a hand on the dwarfRs shoulderK IeeAe gaAe him a 
serious look. “MeRre ,ressed for timeK ’arrun. Me Xust came 
here to get someone to guide us to the cultRs cam, so we can 
take out their leader and end all this.L

’arrun  glared  at  IeeAe  and  ,ushed  his  hand  o3  his 
shoulder. “1hK sure. Take Nareth with you then.L

“Thank...L
“...after you hel, free the othersKL ’arrun saidK staring right 

u, into IeeAeRs eyes with a ferocity that went way aboAe his 
stature. Eena glanced at NarethK who shrugged his shoulders.
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“ThatRs not what we signed u, for hereKL said IeeAe.
“:ut itRs what you will do if you want our hel,. Gou may not 

haAe meant toK but youRre the one who led these monsters into 
our mines. Df you eJ,ect me to ,ut another one of our own in 
danger to hel, you clean u, this messK hel, me prst.L

IeeAe looked back at Eena who nodded her a,,roAal. “D still 
think the best ,lan is to cut the head o3 the snakeK but youRre 
right. Df your dwarAes are in immediate dangerK we should hel, 
you free them.L

“Thank youK zaster IeeAe. EetRs moAe.L
Dt felt weird leaAing the dwarf who had fallen in the pghtK 

but ’arrun 7uietly reassured them he would send others to 
retrieAe the body for a ,ro,er burial later. ®ow they had to 
focus on getting through the mine to the alcoAe where the 
,risoners were being held.

Hfter what felt like an hour of walking down the main 
shaftK ’arrun motioned for them to follow him down a tunnel 
to what he told them was the biggest alcoAe of sub?uore 
theyRd found to date. The tunnel here was the smallest theyRd 
encountered yet. They had to hunch to get throughK and their 
shoulders brushed the wooden su,,ort beams that ke,t the 
tunnel from colla,sing.

8inallyK they rounded a corner and saw a soft yellow light at 
the end of the tunnel. Iushing aheadK they found themselAes 
on the u,,er leAel of a massiAe caAern. Yere the sub?uore 
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crystals werenRt conpned to metal brackets on the wallsK but 
were Xutting out from the stoneK creating bright yellow light all 
around them.

Eooking u,K Eena could also see some natural light coming 
in at an angleK an air shaft to hel, make sure the mines had 
su9cient fresh air for hard work.

H wooden guardrail was pJed to the rock ledge they were 
standing on to ,reAent workers from falling to their deaths 
forty feet below. They all sneaked u, to the rail and ,eered 
down. IeeAe had to sti?e a gas, to not giAe away their ,osition.

“ThatRs the big brute that was holding the Tahlari in the 
,ool and drowning themKL he whis,ered. Eena could detect a 
hint of fear in his Aoice.

They didnRt need any eJ,lanation of which man IeeAe was 
referring to. :elow were rows of dwarAes in dirty brown leather 
garb. They were ,icking u, sub?uore crystals from ,iles along 
the wall and loading them into mine carts that were on wooden 
tracks that led o3 down another tunnel. There were at least ten 
Tahlari down there with switches. vAery time a dwarf would 
sto, for eAen a momentK they would come down on them with 
a switchK and the sna, would cause a sting of ,ainK causing a 
yel, to echo through the caAern. Hmong these Tahlari stood 
pAe cult members adorned in their snake masksK but only one 
was the siqe of a fully grown oJ standing on its hind legs.
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“D thought you said they Xust needed enough sub?uore to 
hire mercenaries against the !roll family”L Eena whis,ered to 
’arrun.

The dwarf  shook his  head as  his  pst  tightened on the 
wooden rail in anger at the sight below. “That crystal is worth 
a lot of moneyKL he re,lied. “Maging a war isnRt chea,K young 
elf. D imagine our enemy has its sights on a bit more than Xust 
the !rollian throne. DtRs a multi,le winK because by taking the 
mineK they also cut the !rollians o3 from their funding in the 
same moAe.L

IeeAe glared at ’arrun. “MeRre not going to let them get 
that far. zy family will not giAe u, what weRAe earned. Too 
much is at stake.L

“MellK Goung zasterK the prst ste, is taking down that bull 
of a man. Yow do you ,ro,ose we do that”L

IeeAe brought his hand u, to his face for a momentK lightly 
stroking his goatee to think. “EenaK do you haAe any magic 
that can strike him down from this distance”L he whis,eredK 
turning to her.

Eena felt her face go white as the blood left it. vAeryone in 
the grou, was now staring at her eJ,ectantly. Mhat was she 
going to do” She knew sheRd be on the s,ot to use her magic 
at some ,ointK but at such a distanceK and with an audience 
watching”
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She looked to IeeAeK who was nodding in su,,ortK staring 
dee, into her eyes. Something about his look calmed herK but 
not enough to use adAanced magic at this distance.

“zagic will draw too much attentionKL she lied. “D can use 
my bow to dro, the big one and maybe another two before 
they notice where itRs coming from.L She set the two swords 
down 7uietly since she didnRt haAe a sheath and ,ulled out her 
bow.

“Yow do D get down there”L IeeAe asked ’arrun as Eena 
readied her shot. “Me need to be ready to ambush the rest of 
them once weRre found out.L

’arrun ,ointed to a narrow tunnel o3 to their right. “That 
s,irals down to the lower leAel. EenaK giAe us a thirty count 
before you pre. MeRll moAe in when youRre s,otted.L

vAeryone followed IeeAe to the tunnel eJce,t for EenaK who 
nocked her arrow and took aim. Hs she counted to thirtyK she 
watched as the brute took his switch to a youngerWlooking 
dwarf who was leaning against the wall for a brief breather 
from the  ,unishing work.  The switch ?icked across  the 
dwarfRs cheekK creating a gash and s,illing blood.

Kounting disa,,eared from EenaRs mind as she watched in 
horror as the switch came down now on the same dwarfRs backK 
ri,,ing his clothes and cutting through to the meat. vAeryone 
belowK cultK TahlariK and dwarf alike all turned to watch the 
brutal scene.
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The Aictim colla,sed to the groundK lying ?at on his backK 
motionless as a ,uddle of blood grew around him. EenaK still 
froqen in horrorK had no idea what the count wasK and drew u, 
higher to aim her shot true. ®oticing the sudden moAementK 
the dwarf on the ground reached his arm out and shoutedK 
“Yel, meBL

The brute turned to see who he was yelling at and s,otted 
Eena standing by the rail on the neJt leAel u,. Mith a roarK he 
brought his pst u, aboAe his headK using the entire weight of 
his hulking body to bring it down on the dwarfRs face. H s,out 
of blood came from the dwarfRs noseK and he lay com,letely 
still.

Dn absolute ,anicK Eena loosed the arrow from her bow. Yer 
aim for the bruteRs neck was trueK but haAing done his eAil deedK 
he turned back towards Eena Xust as the arrow reached him. 
Dt clanged loudly against the mask where the snakeRs tail hung 
down ,ast his chin. The shock of the shot sent him staggering 
back against the wallK but he recoAered 7uickly and roared u, 
at EenaK ,ointing her out to the others.

The snakeWfaced cult members stayed with the dwarAes 
while the ,ossessed Tahlari all started running for the tunnel 
entrance where the rest of her ,arty was waiting. !nowing 
theyRd been found outK IeeAe and the other pAe dwarAes came 
barreling out of the tunnel to confront the assault.



THYEHIDU H NO®’v1® E1INS2 THEvj‘M

Dn the confusionK Eena loosed another arrow at the brute. 
NistractedK he had no time to dodgeK but Eena missed his 
neck. The arrow sank into his shoulder instead. Ye ,aused 
and glanced down towards the arrowK as if mildly agitatedK and 
,ulled the arrow from his shoulder. :lood dri,,ed ,rofusely 
from the woundK but the brute looked mostly unfaqed.

Hrrow still clenched in his pstK he brought the ,oint hard 
into the nearest dwarf. The dwarf didnRt eAen haAe enough 
time to register a screamK and colla,sed to the ground neJt to 
his fallen brother.

“NammitBL screamed Eena. Yer eAery moAe was making the 
situation worse. She 7uickly slung her bow oAer her shoulder 
and ,icked u, her swords from the groundK dashing to the 
tunnel o3 to the right to hel, the others.

:y the time she made it through the s,iraling tunnel to the 
lower leAelK the Nark Yumans were all on the ground deadK 
along with another scout dwarf from their ,arty. Seeing Eena 
had now Xoined the pght on his leAelK the brute ,icked the 
nearest dwarf u, and slung him hardK knocking down two 
scout dwarAes as he grunted and ordered the pAe cult members 
to follow him to attack Eena and the others.

1nly EenaK IeeAeK ’arrunK and Nareth were still on their 
feet as the new waAe of enemies reached them. vach armed 
with a switch and a short swordK the cult came at them hardK 
screaming an intense war chant behind their snake masks.
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Fulling both her swords u, to block one of the TahlariK Eena 
watched in awe as her assailant chanted a 7uick s,ell and the 
ti, of his switch eru,ted in ,ur,le ?ame. Fushing hard on his 
sword to ,ush EenaRs blades out of the wayK he brought the 
switch crashing into EenaRs hand.

She screamed in agony as the pre burnt her hand and caused 
her to dro, one of her swords to the stone ?oor with a clatter. 
Seeing she was in troubleK IeeAe ,ulled his sword from the 
chest of the man he was pghtingK and wheeled around to run 
her assailant through. The man dro,,ed 7uicklyK but before 
IeeAe could recoAer from his swingK the brute was u,on himK 
bringing his switch down hard on IeeAe. H gash o,ened on 
his headK and he lost his balance and crum,led to the ground. 

Eena ste,,ed in with her remaining sword and droAe it hard 
into the bruteRs foot. Ye didnRt scream in ,ain at prst because 
of the shock. DnsteadK he turned his ,ain into rage and grabbed 
two cult members and hurled them in their direction. 1ne of 
them knocked Eena downK and she 7uickly ?i,,ed to regain 
her feet.

Hs she stoodK she glim,sed the brute as he made his way 
down another tunnel and out of sight. ®eJt to herK the two 
fallen scout dwarAes were back on their feetK and together the 
four dwarAes made 7uick work of the remaining cult members.

Nuickly stoo,ing to the fallen IeeAeK Eena hel,ed him to his 
feet. Yis hair was matted with bloodK but otherwise he looked 
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pne. Ye staggered a bit as he gained his feetK holding his head 
to feel his cut and steady himself.

:efore Eena could s,eak to him to see if he was okayK she felt 
a hard Xab in her side as ’arrun Xabbed a pnger into her hi,. 
She ste,,ed backK taken aback by the abru,t gesture.

“Nid you forget how to count”L he roared at her.  She 
gri,,ed her sword tighterK and then loosened the gri, as her 
instinctual reaction died down.

“DRm sorryK ’arrun. D ,anicked and lost count...L
“Gou hesitatedBL he sna,,ed backK taking a ste, towards her. 

IeeAe ste,,ed between him and EenaK but Eena used her free 
hand to guide IeeAe out of the way.

“Ye has a right to be madKL Eena told IeeAe. “D didnRt stick 
to the ,lan. The bruteRs Aiolence threw me o3K and before D 
knew itK my ,resence was known. Dt was all my faultK and D take 
full res,onsibility for the delay.L

’arrun shrugged. “®ot sure how that brings back those two 
dwarAes that brute murdered. Their liAes are gone because of 
you.L

Though he was no longer between themK IeeAe still cut 
inK “ThatRs not fairK ’arrun. Eena doesnRt need that on her 
conscience right now. Me need to focus on the neJt ste,s. That 
means tracking down the brute and pnding !arkathi so we can 
end all of this.L
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The dwarf master wrinkled his li,s at themK as if regretting 
what he was about to say. “DRm a dwarf of my word. Gou can 
take Nareth with you. Ye can show you where their cam, is. 
:e careful and hel, him free the dwarAes theyRAe taken ca,tiAe 
there.L ®ow he turned to look Eena directly in the eyes. “Hnd 
donRt hesitate neJt time. zaybe you can saAe more liAes.L

Eena felt ,ressure behind her eyes. Though she wasnRt one 
to cry Aery oftenK she could feel the tears welling u,. Df she had 
known the ,ro,er s,ellK she might haAe been able to take the 
brute out more cleanly. Df she hadnRt hesitatedK at least one 
dwarf the brute had murdered might still be aliAe. She felt their 
deaths weighing heaAily on her conscience as IeeAe s,oke.

“EenaK NarethK we need to moAe. The brute was lim,ing. Me 
should be able to catch u, and take him out. Mith him out of 
the ,ictureK our chances of success rise greatly.L

They both noddedK and IeeAe and Nareth made o3 for the 
tunnel that the brute had run down. Eena took one last look 
at ’arrunK who looked as though her ,resence there was about 
to make him sick. NwarAes really were stubborn creatures.

Trying to ignore himK she 7uickly stoo,ed down to take a 
belt and two sheaths from the dead cult members. She could 
feel ’arrun looking at her the whole time she did this. 1nce 
she had her new swords settled in their sheaths on her hi,sK she 
gaAe him a slightK awkward nodK and took o3 after the other 
twoK ready to face the brute again and end his reign of terror.



CHAPTER T  EWLE

In the Shadows

T he tunnels through the mountain were all straight, but 
there were so many veering od in all cireptions, it was 

im.ossible to tell whiph one the brute hac stumblec od cownL 
kena triec to phepf Wor a blooc trail, but the trail sto..ec as 
iW the brute hac tiec u. his Woot curing his staggering through 
the tunnelsL xithin the hour they Wounc themselves all the way 
through one oW the eNit shaWts with no sign oW him anywhereL

Dight hac set in on the Worest, the carfness .ressing in on 
them as they eNitec the mountainL ’isa..ointec that they 
werenUt able to “nish od their giant Woe, the trio set their stud 
cown Wor a brieW restL kena Welt a .ang oW guilt as she loofec at 
’areth anc saw a single tear running cown his WapeL

Insure oW whether she shoulc say anything, she cepicec it 
was .robably better to engageL ”qUm so sorry Wor your lossLG

’areth was Huiet Wor a moment, anc kena was eN.epting 
him to lash out at her life Earrun hac, but what she got 
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bapf was a muph gentler toneL ”1yeL kost several gooc cwarves 
cown thereL xasnUt any oW it your Wault, thoughL Earrun is built 
toughL Sas to be to manage all the harcMheacec cwarves that 
worf the minesLG

Feeve walfec u. to ’areth anc .lapec a  hanc on his 
shoulcerL ”xas Earrun the one who allowec my Wamily to tafe 
pharge oW ?tL VluoreKG he asfecL

”1yeL  Se  was  never  muph  Wor  rulingL  ’icnUt  want 
the cwarves involvec in .olitips,  only .ro“tL  xhen your 
grancWather showec u. with his Wamily anc a whole tribe oW 
Wreec Tahlari, Earrun fnew he hac to ste. cownL qt was .art 
oW the rewarc Wor tafing out Pairtross anc riccing the lanc 
oW the .lague that they wereL q Weel life .art oW his anger now 
penters on that cepision anc whether he woulc have hanclec 
this whole orceal with the pult better than olc AlripLG

kena still wasnUt sure what to mafe oW the cwarvesL Oo 
War, they hac been very grud anc somewhat ruceL xhere the 
jroll Wamily hac appe.tec her as a substitute Wor her Wather, 
the cwarves seemec to see right through her, fnowing things 
woulc go better iW Imbra hac inceec pome insteac oW herL

:ulling her ploaf cown over her eyes, kena cicnUt want to 
loof at ’arethL Though he was being finc, it still Welt life he 
was sepretly ®ucging herL ”’o we stay anc wait Wor the brute to 
pome out, or co we move on to the pam.KG she asfec, worfing 
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harc to busy herselW with her .apf anc avoic eye pontapt with 
’arethL

”Too many tunnels he poulc have gone cownL 1 Wew oW them 
were emergenpy eNit shaWts that pame out on ciderent Wapes oW 
the mountainL q thinf weUre best suitec to go to the pam. to 
Wree the pa.turec cwarvesLG

Feeve noccecL ”q agreeL qW we pan tafe out jarfathi anc his 
sorperer, q conUt thinf the brute will have anything leWt to “ght 
WorLG

Oeeing the cevastation the brute was pa.able oW, kena fnew 
she woulc rather wait anc tafe him out now while he was 
in®urec anc weaf, but as the other two wantec to go to the 
pam., she was outvotec on their neNt moveL

They .apfec their things anc heacec od through the WorestL 
1Wter a Wew ste.s, kena Welt a tingling on the bapf oW her heac, 
as iW someone was watphing themL Ohe turnec Huipfly bapf 
towarcs the mountain, but saw nothing but ropf, trees, anc 
carfnessL Ohe mace a mental note to watph their bapfs as they 
travelec anc s.ec od aWter Feeve anc ’arethL

The cwarW hac assurec them that the pam. wasnUt WarL qt hac 
been a Huipf twentyMminute run through the woocs aWter he 
anc the other spouts hac been s.ottec earlier, so a brisf walf 
woulc easily get them there in uncer an hourL

qW the estimate were true, the hour went by Huipfly as they 
anNiously mace their way through the carf woocsL kenaUs 
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WreHuent phepfs behinc them showec they werenUt being 
Wollowec, but she was still anNious about what lay aheacL 
The carfness gave them some muphMneecec pover until a Wew 
minutes later when the pultUs pam. pame into sightL

qt was muph rougher than the .ermanently .lapec Tahlari 
village sheUc been to the .revious nightL 1nimal hices were 
stretphec out over rough woocen .oles to mafe tentsL There 
was no pentral area Wor .eo.le to meet, ®ust tents s.reac a.art 
War enough that “res poulc be lit without sencing anything u. 
in smofeL

They poulc see pult members hucclec arounc the “res, 
poofing anc talfing with eaph otherL qn the cim light, she 
poulc see that many oW them hac removec their masfs, better 
to eat anc talf withoutL

Vrom their pover behinc two .artipularly wice .ine trees, 
’areth .ointec out the longer tent on the o..osite sice oW 
the pam.L ”That belongs to the leacer anc his sorpererL The 
cwarves are lifely arounc thereL q say iW we .lay this right, we 
pan Wree them anc use the eNtra bocies to over.ower jarfathiLG

kena loofec at Feeve to see what he thought oW this .lan to 
Wree the cwarves beWore filling the leacerL qt mace sense to her, 
but she poulc see his li. twitphing in angerL ”xe neec to tafe 
out jarfathi beWore heUs onto usL Se may not be the sorperer, 
but he has magip Wrom the .ool tooLG
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Ohe hatec to acmit it, but she hac to agree with ’arethL 
”SeUs .owerWul,G kena tolc FeeveL ”qt mafes the most sense to 
Wree the .risoners “rstL ’onUt worryz9 she accec, ”zjarfathi 
will get whatUs poming to him in the encL Se wonUt hurt any 
more Tahlari, or your WamilyLG

The worcs pame beWore she realiBec she poulcnUt be pertain 
she poulc fee. that .romise, but she still hac to stipf with the 
.lan that mace the most sense taptipally, anc not the one Wuelec 
by anger bepause oW her ina..ro.riate Weelings Wor FeeveL

”Vine,G he saic, almost .outingL ”q trust your ®ucgement, 
kena, anc ’arethUs spouting sfills as wellLG

”Eooc,G saic ’arethL ”ketUs Wollow the treeline arounc the 
pam. so we pan get ploser to the big tent without being seenLG

2d to the south, ®ust out oW sight, jarfathi watphec as the 
cwarW, the elW, anc the human startec moving along the trees 
to the other sice oW his pam.L Se repogniBec the human as 
the man who hac interru.tec his last Pirmor.h peremony anc 
livec to tell the taleL Feeve jrollL

Se barec his teeth, anc his nostrils Zarec at the man anc his 
pom.anionsL xhile he cicnUt Huite have the .owers oW ?alaf, 
something in the Pirmor.h .ool hac given him slight magipal 
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abilitiesL 1 tingling sensation running through him whis.erec 
a truth in his heac6 he anc Feeve poulcnUt both survive this 
nightL

Vopusing  his  attention  on  the  cwarW  in  FeeveUs 
appom.animent cicnUt senc him any signalsL kifely ®ust a spout 
they hac phasec away earlierL 0ut this elW in the lavencer robeK 
Ohe glowec slightly white in the carfnessL Vor a moment, 
jarfathi hac to Huestion whether or not she was aptually 
glowing, but given the Wapt they were trying to sneaf, it seemec 
that she was only glowing white in his sightL

xhat poulc that meanK ?agip oW The kightK ?agip Wor 
the weafL 1s they .assec by him anc out oW sight behinc a 
pro..ing oW trees, he notipec she hac a bow strung apross her 
bapfL 1 magip wea.onK qt cicnUt seem soL The wea.on cicnUt 
have the same glow as the rest oW her bocy cicL xhy parry suph 
a muncane wea.on iW you poulc wielc magipK

The bigger Huestion was, why was she hereK jarfathi fnew 
oW the great Imbra oW ‘elira who hac obliteratec the fingcom 
oW Pairtross anc most oW its inhabitantsL Se hac been a young 
boy when it hac ha..enec, but he hac hearc tales oW the Weat 
Wrom ?alaf, who usec to be a Sigh Ohaman thereL

1 branph prapfec behinc him, interru.ting his train oW 
thoughtL Se cicnUt even bother to turn anc loof, as he sensec 
no canger thereL 1 moment later, two big, beeWy hancs lancec 
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on the tree he was .eering arounc, anc jarfathi turnec to see 
his enWorper besice him, .ro..ing himselW u. Wor su..ortL

”0of, you a..ear to have in®urec your Woot,G he saic with 
a phill in his voipeL ”q assume you sustainec this in®ury as you 
were Wailing meKG

Se poulcnUt see the eN.ression on 0ofUs Wape bepause oW the 
snafe masf he was still wearing, but he imaginec the brute was 
grimaping basec on the .ain in his voipeL

”xas stabbec,G the brute gruntec at himL ”1n elW witph anc 
her pom.anions attapfecL qUm the only one leWtLG

”Oo we only have the one part oW subZuore we eNtraptec 
yestercayKG

0of hung his heac a bitL ”HWraic soLG
jarfathi grittec his teethL ”ThatUs enough to sell Wor a Wew 

merpenaries, 0of, but how are we su..osec to Wunc an em.ire 
iW we conUt have a sur.lusK xe panUt even tafe ?tL Vluore 
without raising a massive army, let alone replaim my WatherUs 
fingcom in ’armarfLG

”1.ologies, ?y korc,G saic 0of, subcuec life a philc being 
phastisec by a .arentL

”IouUre  lupfy  youUre  suph  a  gooc  enWorper,  0of,  or  q 
woulcnUt pare to waste my energy healing your WootLG jarfathi 
loofec cown at the bruteUs bare Woot anc saw a bloocMsoafec 
.iepe oW ploth thereL Se removec the wra. anc saw the slit 
where a sworc hac im.alec itL
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”The elW  witph cic this  to youKG jarfathi  asfec as  he 
eNaminec the wouncL 0of noccecL ”Fight,G saic jarfathi, 
.ulling  u. his  hanc to  the  wouncL  :ur.le  light  Wormec 
between his “ngersL ”xe must be pareWul arounc her then 
anc also mafe sure she meets a terrible Wate very soonL ’onUt 
yell,G he accec as he .ushec the .ur.le energy into the bruteUs 
wouncL

0of gruntec anc strainec, but he fe.t his voipe cown as 
jarfathi burnec the wounc, sto..ing the Zow oW bloocL Se 
eNaminec the healec wounc by the .ur.le light oW his hancL 
The Woot loofec life a .iepe oW poofec meat that hac been 
sitting on the “re too long, but the bleecing hac sto..ecL

:utting his Woot gently cown on the grounc, 0of testec his 
weight on itL ”Eo see ?alaf Wor some henbane to tafe the .ain 
awayL Tell FiBaf to tafe the cwarves to the cungeonsL xeUll 
poncupt our ritual there, anc iW that Wails, weUll fill them anc 
bring them bapf to liWe so they pan obey us life the othersLG

0of noccec anc began to hobble away, when jarfathi 
pallec aWter himL ”2h, anc 0ofL 0eWore ?alaf burns you some 
henbane, tell him to senc the cogs aWter those threeLG



CHAPTER TH  RTEEI

The Dogs of 
Baladan

A  cage was set at the back of the camp near the woods. 
Inside the cage, they could see the vTe dwarTes who had 

been taken during the raid at the mines. Lhe dwarTes were 
sprawled out on the bottom of the cage, their clothes ripped, 
beards and faces matted with blood and dirt.

Dena had to place a hand on ’arethHs shoulder to keep him 
from running up to the cage. “e turned and gaTe her a dirty 
look.

N;o one is around! we need to go get them”S ’warTes 
really had no patience. Ghe supposed that would happen when 
you only had hundreds of years to liTe instead of thousands. 
Rlancing at EeeTe, she wondered why he wasnHt much more 
impatient than either of them.
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xust as he said this, they saw moTement past the cage. It was 
coming from a dilapidated stone arch ne-t to a brokenqdown 
wall. Lhey saw the head at vrst, near to the ground, but as the 
head got bigger, the body appeared underneath. Lhe vgure 
was a cult member wearing a snake mask, coming up from a 
set of stairs that led down into the ground.

’areth nodded at Dena, thanking her for holding him back. 
Dena slowly shook her head. “er vrst encounter with dwarTes 
hadnHt been a great e-perience so far. Lhey had all been blunt 
in their speech and Zuick to act without thinking. Although, 
giTen the circumstances, she could see that she wasnHt catching 
them at their best.

NI think if you drop that one with an arrow, we should be 
free to help them make a Zuick escape. I donHt see any other 
sentries coming.S

DenaHs  heart  skipped  as  EeeTe  spoke  to  her  through 
the  darkness.  Ghe  moTed  closer  to  him,  pushing  her 
shoulder against his, pretending she needed to get closer to 
communicate more Zuietly.

NItHs dim lighting, but I can make a clean shot,S she said, 
pulling her bow o: her back and nocking an arrow. Ghe had 
neTer gone hunting at night, as many nocturnal creatures back 
in Uelira and the academy were predatory and not much good 
for eating or making clothes.
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’espite the bad lighting, she felt her thumb knuckle reach 
its anchor point at the bottom of her right ear, e-haled to 
steady herself, and aimed the arrowhead for the manHs neck. 
Ghe tried to ignore that she could feel EeeTeHs eyes on her as 
she aligned her shot.

A gurgle sounded as the arrow found its mark, but it wasnHt 
loud enough to alert anyone nearby e-cept the imprisoned 
dwarTes. Lhey all stared as the sentry fell to the ground with 
a dull thud and then traced the arrowHs path back to where the 
shot had come from.

’areth  made  to  step  out  of  the  trees  and  run  to  his 
comrades, but fro5e when a beast came out from the nearest 
tent and raced on its four legs to smell the body. Lhe beast 
had the build and si5e of a large dog, but this dog appeared 
to haTe walked straight out of 1aladanHs plane. Its mu55le 
was narrower than the large ju:y yellow dogs Dena was 
used to seeing back home. Lhe mouth of the beast hung 
open, the opening originating back further under its tall 
wispy ears, allowing the mouth to unhinge unnaturally wide. 
Lhe dogKs body was muscular, and the fur shot up in red, 
semiqluminescent spikes.

As it pulled its head up from smelling the body, it v-ed its 
dimly glowing red eyes toward the trio hiding in the trees. A 
low growl erupted from deep within the hound as it began 
slowly stalking towards them.
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Dena Zuickly drew another arrow and vred it at the dog. It 
hit it in the shoulder, but the dog didnHt eTen wince. It ?ust kept 
walking towards them, its growl growing deeper, its needleqlike 
teeth poised to bite. Dena gasped as more sets of glowing eyes 
appeared in the darkness behind the beast.

NEun”S she whispered to EeeTe and ’areth. ;either of 
the males moTed, fro5en with fright at the sight of the dogs 
closing in. N;ow”S she said, grabbing them by their clothes and 
pulling them out of their trance.

Lhey Zuickly snapped to and stumbled a few steps before 
they gained their footing and took o: running back into the 
woods. Dena hung back behind them, ready to turn and vght 
to giTe the other two a chance to escape.

Beeling back for her ZuiTer, she could feel that she only 
had vTe arrows left. RiTen that they hadnHt eTen confronted 
6arkathi or his sorcerer yet, it seemed a Tery sad few too many 
arrows to get the ?ob done.

Rlancing back, she could see the dog was still hot on their 
trail. It was now ?oined by at least si- other dogs. Lhey had 
fanned out into a wide line, the dogs on the end moTing faster, 
and it looked like they were trying to jank them and cut o: 
their escape.

Lrees were whipping past as she sped through the woods, 
looking for any place that would giTe them a tactical adTantage 
against the dogs. Would they swim7 Would they climb trees7 
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GheHd neTer been up against any beast the likes of what was 
chasing them, so she couldnHt be sure.

Rrabbing an arrow to nock it as they ran, she Zuickly 
planted her foot and spun to take Zuick aim at the leader. 
Ghe could see her vrst arrow sticking out of his shoulder, but 
this time her aim was truer. Lhe arrowhead found the space 
between the dogHs eyes, dropping it to the ground.

Ghe stared in horror as the dog dropped to the ground, 
erupting in a purple light so bright she had to look away for 
a second. 9hen she looked back, she saw that where the dog 
had fallen, a Lahlari tribe member was now sprawled out on 
the ground, an arrow sticking up from his head.

A pit grew instantly in her stomach, and she felt like she 
might Tomit. Instead, she found her legs and turned to sprint 
o: away from the other dogs that were closing in.

9hat kind of sick and twisted magic was this7 “umans had 
been turned into these feral dogs. Lo what end7 It was clear 
that 6arkathi was trying to amass a terrible army, not only of 
cult members and Lahlari men but also of dark and twisted 
creatures.

Ghe could hear the skittering of the dogsH feet across the 
forest joor growing louder. Lhe crunch of twigs and dead 
pine needles grew to a roar in her ear, and she could see dogs 
running out the corner of her eyes, feeling the air they were 
kicking up like wind blowing her cloak. Lhey were closing in.
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4p ahead, she saw EeeTe look back and notice she was in 
trouble. Ghe felt a tug at the back of her cloak, and her heart 
sank as she reali5ed a hound had a hold of her. EeeTe was too 
far away to help, and she knew if she fell oTer she was done for.

In one swift moTement, her right hand grabbed the sword 
from her left hip, and she swung around with the blade in a 
big arc, unsheathing and striking in one swift moTement. Lhe 
dog barely yelped before its head was cleaTed from its body.

’own in a crouch, her left hand found the right blade and, 
without eTen looking toward the attack, she struck out at the 
ne-t dog that was launching through the air at her. Lhe blade 
caught its underbelly, spilling its insides out on the ground 
beside her.

Ghe could see dark shadows jitting between the trees, and 
knew many more dogs were coming for them. Guddenly, she 
felt a hand on her shoulder and ?umped. EeeTe was standing 
there, deep concern and awe on his face. RiTing him a Zuick 
nod, she took his hand to help get to her feet. Ghe didnHt dare 
to look at the aftermath of her attack as the two dogs glowed 
purple. Ghe felt she would lose what was left of her mental 
stability if she saw what she had ?ust done to the poor possessed 
Lahlari.

Laking o: at a run again, Dena searched deep in her mind for 
some sort of spell. Gomething, anything, that would help them 
fend o: so many wild dogs. Lhe only things she could think 
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of were shield and healing spells. ;othing that would keep the 
dogs away indevnitely, especially since her magical stamina was 
so weak. ;o shield would hold for long.

After seTeral more yards of running, Dena could see that the 
trees broke into a small clearing up ahead. 4nsure if this would 
proTide any tactical adTantage, the trio barreled forward until 
they came upon a shrine set within a rocky area. Lhe edges of 
the rock ground it sat on curled upwards to form a large basin 
across the ground.

WarTed of rock, and smooth as marble, the statue depicted 
the god Golana in all his glory. “e was coming down from the 
top of the statue, arms spread wide, his robes jowing down to 
surround a small bowl midway down the shrine. A Tine with 
white jowers grew along the base of the statue.

It was a beautiful sight to behold, but Dena didnHt haTe time 
to decipher the purpose of the shrine as she heard the rapid 
patter of feet behind her again. Ghe stumbled oTer the lip of 
the large rock basin, and this slowed her ?ust enough that a dog 
slammed her hard into the ground.

“er swords fell out of her hands and clattered across the 
empty basin. Ghe threw her arms up to block the gnashing 
?aws of the dog from ripping her throat out. FTer the angry 
growls of the dog, she could hear ’areth and EeeTe vghting 
to combat their own attackers, and the situation felt hopeless 
as more and more dogs ?oined the fray.
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Dena was screaming as the dogHs head came down at her time 
after time, and she knew she wouldnHt be able to block the 
attacks foreTer. Gomewhere aboTe her, she heard dogs whining, 
and prayed to Golana that meant that the other two were 
winning their vghts and could somehow break free to run 
away and saTe themselTes.

Lhinking of a shock spell sheHd learned in her third year 
at the academy, Dena began speaking in tongues between her 
grunts of e:ort to keep the dog at bay. 2ellow light formed in 
her hand, gaining brightness and heat. Lhe dog backed o: a 
little, wary of the new light in the darkness. Instead, it lashed 
out with its claws, slashing her midsection.

Ghe screamed in pain before she could vnish the spell, and 
the light faded. Another dog had rushed her and sunk its teeth 
deep into her arm. Lhe needleqlike teeth created not only a 
deep puncture, but a burning sensation, and she pulled her 
arms in tight to keep them from being bitten again.

Lhis reje- was a mistake as her vrst attacker saw an opening 
and lunged its head in, ?aws aiming right for her throat. “er 
eyes grew wide as she reali5ed this was the end.

A deep scream echoed through the air, pulling her from the 
Tision. 4p aboTe her, she saw a small, muscular arm thrust 
through the air ?ust aboTe her face, the glint of a dagger jashing 
as it entered the dogHs mouth and was driTen upward into the 
beastHs brain.
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Dena heard ’areth grunt in pain as the fatal blow caused 
the dogHs sharp teeth to sink into his arm. 9ith a yell, the 
dwarf pulled his dagger back out, red blood gushing down 
onto DenaHs chest as the wound opened up. Lhe dog fell down 
hard onto her. Ghe felt crushed, but happy to be aliTe.

As ’areth pulled his arm back, his own blood soaking his 
sleeTe, another dog lunged in and took the dwarfHs arm into its 
mouth, shaking him back and forth trying to break the bones 
and tear his jesh.

4nable to moTe under the weight of the dog, Dena stared 
wideqeyed and helpless as ’areth stabbed at the dogHs head 
with his other dagger. Lhe dog slowed, but still kept shaking 
the dwarf until EeeTe popped up from the darkness and ran 
his sword through the beast.

Iurple light lit the darkness as the dead dog turned back into 
a Lahlari, and ’areth stumbled backwards screaming in pain, 
cradling his mangled arm. EeeTe moTed Zuickly, kicking the 
dog o: of Dena and pulling her up forcefully from the ground. 
“e Zuickly pushed her and ’areth towards the shrine, struck 
another dog down, and ?umped into the basin to stand by the 
shrine as well.

Lhey all gawked as a yellow light shone up from the ground 
in a small circle around them. Lhe dogs that were left tried 
pushing against the circle, but they couldnHt seem to get 
through. Lheir frustration and anger were clear as they paced 
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around the circle, slobber dripping down their hungry ?owls 
in anticipation of one of them moTing away from the statue.

NRah”S ’areth howled in pain, still cradling his arm. N9hat 
is this7S

Dena e-amined the light circle and glanced back at the 
statue to see GolanaHs hands on the shrine were glowing in 
the darkness. NItHs a shrine of Golana,S said Dena. NIt must be 
o:ering us protection.S Ghe looked down into the bowl of the 
statue and saw water sitting at the bottom. N;ot sure if this 
water will be of any use to us7S she asked, not sure that the 
other two would haTe any type of answer for her.

NItHs ?ust water,S EeeTe chimed in, waTing his sword at each 
dog as it passed ?ust in case the barrier broke and he needed 
to strike. NLhe Lahlari use this shrine to multiply what little 
water they haTe during drought. It has saTed them countless 
times oTer the decades.S

Dena raised her eyebrows at EeeTe, not sure how he could 
possibly know something like that. 1efore she could Toice this 
thought, howeTer, a deep, soothing Toice spoke from behind 
her.

NUoon aloon, ateum rapata.S
Ghe turned to face the statue, placing her hands on the edge 

of the bowl and staring into the smiling face of Golana.
NI told you, itHs ?ust water,S said EeeTe. NItHs no help.S
N’id you hear that7S Dena shot at him. 
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“e shook his head no. NAll I hear are the dogs.S
Lhe Toice had been loud and commanding. Lhere was no 

way he couldnHt haTe heard it. 4nless...
Ghe turned towards the dogs, throwing her hands wide as 

the statueHs pose behind her.
NUoon aloon, atem rapta,S she said forcefully. ;othing 

happened.
NDena, what are you doing7 ’o you know a spell to kill 

them7S asked EeeTe e-citedly.
Ignoring him, Dena held her hands higher and screamed at 

the top of her Toice. NUoon aloon, ateum rapata”S
A circle of yellow light pushed out from her body and shot 

out into the darkness. It passed through the dogs, who yelped 
like scared puppies, and on past them out into the dark forest 
until it dissipated.

Dooking down at the surrounding ground, the trio stared in 
awe as the dogs were no more. Lahlari men lie around them, 
grunting and rubbing their heads, looking up to the three of 
them standing ne-t to the statue.

9hateTer spell Golana had ?ust giTen her, it had not only 
saTed their liTes, but had broken the spell on the Lahlari men 
as well. Dena briejy smiled.



CHAPTER   FORTEEU

Kael

H is arm was mangled and broken beyond use. Dareth 
grunted in pain as he slouched against the shrine, 

trying to compose himself enough to discuss their plans to 
move on and help the other dwarves still trapped in the cage.

“Don’t worry about them just yet,” Reeve said, placing a 
hand on the dwarf’s good shoulder to comfort him.

“Don’t worry? Argh! How can I not worry? The bloody 
dogs are a good indicator that they know we’re here!”

“He’s right,” said Lena. “We can’t stay long. The dwarves are 
in danger, and Karkathi may have Oed already.”

“He hasn’t,” said a voice from behind them. Lena and Reeve 
turned away from Dareth to see who had spoken. :ne of the 
Tahlari men who had just transformed back from being a dog 
was trying to gain his feet. They could see two long wounds 
running along his back as if he had been whipped at some 
point recently.
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The man stood and moved awkwardly over to them as if he 
didn’t Yuite remember how to walk on two feet again. They 
watched him guardedly, not sure if he was still violent. It was 
obvious he could read this on their faces as he waved his hands 
at them.

“Don’t worry. I can see that the trees are green again.”
Their looks of guardedness turned Yuickly to confusion. 

“Sverything was so gray in there... when I was under their 
control. Got sure what you did, elf, but you seem to have 
broken their control.”

“Mou said that Karkathi won’t have Oed?” Reeve cut in. 
“How do you know that?”

The Tahlari man shrugged. “As we were being led to Calak 
to be turned into dogs, others were being ordered to take 
the hostages to the dungeons. Karkathi said something about 
sacrizcing them in a ritual.”

“Then we have to get moving!” Dareth roared as he tried to 
stand, but his arm was causing him too much pain to move. 
His howl of pain echoed through the dark, silent night.

Reeve turned to Lena. “5an you use your magic to heal 
him?”

“It might be beyond repair,” said Lena, avoiding Reeve’s 
gaxe. The truth was she’d seen some amaxing healing in her 
time, but the last time she’d tried to heal someone it drained 
her energy so much she couldn’t leave her dormitorium for the 
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rest of the day. Healing with The Light reYuired transferring 
your own energy to another, and if you were weak in magic, it 
took e6tra life force to get the job done.

“Blease,” said Reeve, placing a hand on hers. His touch felt 
warm, and she turned to look into his eyes. His eyes were deep, 
troubled, and desperate for a solution to help their guide. He 
had rushed in to save her from the dogs, after all. It was the 
least she could do to try.

“:kay,” she said, pulling her hand sharply away before she 
let her mind wander to other ideas. 5racking her knuckles 
and wiggling her zngers, she tried to summon her memory of 
healing spells. As she remembered, words formed on her lips. 
When she spoke the words, her hands began glowing yellow, 
not a ball of energy this time, but a radiance straight from her 
palms.

As she touched her hands to Dareth’s mangled arm, she 
could feel energy moving from her core and out through her 
hands. Dareth whimpered as his arm glowed. It was so bright 
that Lena couldn’t see what was going on with the arm, but 
could sense that it was repairing and restoring its normal form.

After a minute, the light on his arm faded, and Lena knew 
that the restoration was almost done. ®he slowed her speech 
and tapered o7 the volume of her words until the words faded 
to nothing.
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Looking down at Dareth’s arm, she could see it was back to 
its normal appearance. He was wiggling his zngers and testing 
them out.

“How does it feel?” she asked him.
“A bit sore, but nothing worse than working a day in the 

mines,” he said, using the water bowl on the statue above his 
head to pull himself to his feet.

Lena tested her own zngers, moving her arms a bit, trying to 
feel her own strength. It was odd, but she didn’t feel drained 
of energy at all. ®he looked up at the statue of ®olana on the 
shrine, its face looking knowingly back at her. Vetween the 
successful healing and the transformation of the dogs back to 
Tahlari, she knew the magic of the statue had something to do 
with it.

“That was amaxing,” said Reeve as he threw an arm around 
Dareth to help steady him. “Lena, it truly is a blessing to have 
you here on this mission.”

Lena felt her face Oush red again. ®o far she’d bungled most 
of the mission, and she owed the rest to Dareth saving her 
life and the smiling statue before her. The silence hung in the 
moment, and when Lena didn’t answer, Reeve just smiled and 
turned back to the Tahlari man.

“What was your name, sir?” Reeve asked him.
“Treyvon,” replied the young man.
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“Treyvon,” Reeve stated. “Don’t think I don’t remember 
you killing my cousins.”

The Tahlari looked shocked and opened his mouth the 
e6plain, but Reeve held up his hand to stop him. “I understand 
you were under their spell, and whatever you did to zght the 
madness saved my life as you struggled not to kill me. ®o I guess 
I should be thanking you.”

“Go,” said Treyvon. “What I did is ine6cusable. It still 
haunts me. I’m so8”

Reeve held up his hand again. “Apologies later. We need 
to move. Mou said there were dungeons that the dwarves 
were being taken to. Where could there possibly be dungeons 
around here?”

“There’s a broken arch by where the dwarves were being 
held,” he said. “That’s a stairway that leads to the dungeons 
and sanctums underground.”

“I’m still confused,” Lena said. “Dungeons in the middle of 
the forest?” And then it hit her. “Nnless...”

Treyvon nodded. “The old dungeons of Fairtross were never 
destroyed. 9ust the kingdom above. Nmbra the Ereat did a 
good job obliterating the kingdom, but it seems like he missed 
a few pieces. Was probably too busy building that shrine for 
the Tahlari,” he said, pointing past Lena. “I can’t complain 
though. The water that it multiplies has saved us from drought 
many times over the years.”
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Nmbra the Ereat? Lena turned slowly and looked again at 
the statue of ®olana. The right side of her top lip curled up 
in bewilderment. This time it looked like the god’s smile was 
more mocking than caring. What was her father’s z6ation with 
statues, anyway?

Got knowing that Lena was processing all of this, Reeve 
continued on with business. “Treyvon, can you lead us to the 
dungeons?”

The young Tahlari nodded. He pointed at the other young 
Tahlari men who had transformed from the dogs, now gaining 
their feet and gathering around them.

“They can go back to their villages. I will come with you and 
help. I owe you that much.”

The cage was empty when they got back to the camp. ®entries 
were still walking around at regular intervals, but there were 
noticeably fewer people around. Lena had a sinking feeling 
that Treyvon was right. Eoing down into the dungeons felt 
like volunteering to jump into a pit of snakes. Eiven the masks 
of the cult members, this feeling was almost literal.

They waited silently in the trees, timing the laps and noting 
the routes of the sentries. 0inally, when they could time a break 
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where the broken archway was clear, they stole away across 
the opening by the cage, and down into the stairwell past the 
broken arch.

The wooden stairs were thin planks that barely held the 
length of their feet as they climbed down, and were steep, 
almost like a ladder. Lena guessed her father had destroyed 
the stairs and called it good. ®omeone else had come in more 
recently and built this makeshift set that she now prayed to 
®olana would hold them.

It was nearly pitch black at the bottom of the stairs, with just 
a pinprick of light up ahead. “Are you able to cast a light with 
your magic?” Reeve called up to her as he entered the darkness.

Lena shut her eyes hard, thankful for the darkness covering 
up her disgrace and embarrassment. “I can give it a go,” she 
said. Sven as the light came easily to her hand and gave them 
a dim glow to move forward with, she could feel her energy 
drain from this simple magic task. ®he began a jog that almost 
bordered on a run. ®he hoped it was taken as haste to reach the 
captured dwarves, and not the need to get into the light so she 
could kill the spell and stop using magic.

With her light, she could see they were now in a long hallway 
of very dark3gray stone. The walls were covered in a white zlm, 
most likely some kind of fungus that found refuge in the dark, 
damp environment.
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When they reached the light at the end of the hall, they were 
greeted with a long, rectangular room bathed in torchlight. 
It looked like they were on the middle of three Ooors, and 
all along the perimeter of the room were cells of prisoners. 
Ramps sat at each end of the room, leading up and down to 
the ne6t level. The bottom level had another large archway at 
the opposite end, presumably leading to the sanctums Treyvon 
had mentioned.

“Cy people were kidnapped and brought here. At least until 
they could take us to that purple pool to drown us. Mour dwarf 
friends will be here as well.”

Lena leaned over the wooden railing and looked down. ®he 
could see all the downtrodden Tahlari slumped in their cells. 
Looking around the level they were on, she got a better view 
of the conditions they were forced to live in.

There were zve men per cell, and no beds. All the men were 
covered in dirt and blood, slouched over and weak. ®ome cells 
had a deOated waterskin hung from the bars, the prisoners 
desperate to have them rezlled.

®omething caught Lena’s eye as she was looking around. 
0eet appeared slowly from the ramp one level down. As a 
reOe6, she immediately pulled her bow and nocked an arrow, 
crouching low behind the wooden rail. Her companions, 
following her lead, also crouched down.

“What is it?” asked Dareth.
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“Euard,” she whispered, setting her sights on the man’s 
head that had now come into view. The man wore the same 
metal snake mask as the others and had a sword holstered at 
his side. As she aimed her shot, she also noticed a string across 
his chest, indicating that this one carried a bow. As he moved 
his head, she now saw the Yuiver on his back full of arrows.

A Yuick glance around the room showed her that this was 
the only guard around. Her sight xeroed in on the man’s chest, 
then to the right a bit so it would hit him just left of center. 
9udging from his slow walking pace, she moved back left a little 
and let the arrow Oy.

A  gasp  and  a  clamoring  could  be  heard  below  as  the 
prisoners below watched, shocked, as the guard outside their 
cell crumbled silently to the ground in a heap.

Lena pointed to the nearest ramp, and they all followed 
her down to the lower level, where the guard had just fallen. 
Lena, Reeve, and Dareth ignored the immediate pleas of the 
prisoners as they ran past, looking instead to see if the guard 
had keys. They lost Treyvon along the way as he stopped to 
talk to the desperate Tahlari, grasping their hands through the 
bars and whispering to them in comfort.

Reaching the body, Reeve immediately found the metal ring 
that held the cell keys. ®natching them, he ran back to Treyvon, 
and the two of them began freeing the prisoners from their 
cells.
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Lena stayed with the fallen guard, e6amining the bow on his 
back. It was much more rezned than the one she had scrapped 
together in the woods before being abducted by the Tahlari. 
This one was made of sanded yew, a much higher3Yuality 
znish. The arrow rest and the tips were inlaid with a bone 
plating to help make the connection of the string to the bow 
more sturdy.

®he asked Dareth to lift the body so she could get the bow 
o7 the dead man. As he did so, she stared in awe as she stood 
with it, grasping the bone rest in her left hand, and the string 
in her right. The string itself was another marvel, as it appeared 
to be spun of zne silk. ®he had only seen this type of bowstring 
on the weapons of soldiers, a rarity she was never given access 
to, being e6pected to use magic instead.

Sven among soldiers, silk strings were rare. ®ilkworms were 
only known to be raised on the plateaus above the canyon 
kingdom of Gimbur. ®he gave the string a pluck, and the 
twanging sound reverberated through her soul. This was by far 
the znest bow she had ever held, and here it had been, strapped 
to the back of some nameless guard who held it in case he had 
a prisoner on the run.

Tossing her old bow down onto the body of the guard, Lena 
strung the magnizcent new bow over her back, and Dareth 
gave her a knowing look, smiling. “Looting bodies now, are 
we?” he asked her with a smirk.
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“It’s a nice bow, why wouldn’t I?” she asked as she snatched 
the  arrows from his  Yuiver.  “Gever  pass  on a  chance  to 
upgrade, Caster Dwarf,” she added with a slight smile.

Dareth didn’t answer, only smirked as she Yuivered the 
arrows and walked o7 to join Reeve and Treyvon in freeing 
prisoners.

They caught up with the others past two empty cells, while 
they were unlocking the third. “The Tahlari from the last cell 
said they saw the dwarves being dragged through the main arch 
over there. We may be too late,” said Reeve as they approached.

“Go!” said Dareth, a little louder than intended, and he 
slapped his hand over his mouth in response. Whispering, he 
added, “I mean, I won’t accept it. We still have to go after 
them.”

“Agreed,” said Reeve. “They also said Karkathi is with them 
to perform the ritual. Gow is our chance.”

Lena nodded. “Treyvon, stay here and free your people. We 
will go on ahead.”

The lock clicked as she said this, and the Tahlari eagerly 
waiting on the other side rushed out. Treyvon embraced the 
zrst one that came out. “Darius! We’re free!” he said e6citedly 
as he clapped the other man on the back, crying.

After the young men had all rushed out, an elderly villager 
meandered his way forward. It was an odd sight since all the 
prisoners and Dark Humans she had seen so far were young 
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men. The old man’s face was battered and bruised, but he 
smiled at them all as he e6ited.

“Why are you here among these young men?” Lena asked, 
wondering if there were other elders in the surrounding cells.

The beaten old man just chuckled. “I had the audacity to 
zght them o7 when they tried to take my grandson. They also 
thought I would have knowledge as a village elder.”

“Knowledge of what?” Reeve asked nervously. Lena looked 
at him and could see he looked really uncomfortable, tugging 
at the collar of his tunic.

The old man turned to smile at Reeve. “They had a lot of 
Yuestions about ancient practices of turning men into beasts 
of the earth,” he said, “of which I honestly knew nothing 
about.”

Reeve nodded his head and grabbed Lena’s shoulder to lead 
her away. “We must go if we are to save the dwarves,” he said 
hastily.

Vefore they took two steps, the man called after them, 
“Don’t worry, Kael ed’ Svania. I’ve told them nothing of you.”



CHAPTER   F  TEEI

Sacrifice

“W hat did he just call you?” asked Lena as she briskly 
followed Reeve, who was hastening away from 

her. She could hear Dareth following behind her, but her 
attention was mostly on Reeve, who had left the old man as 
if he had just insulted his mother.

“We have to keep moving,” Reeve said, trying to brush her 
o’.

“DonIt know about you, but H can talk and walk at the 
same time,” she whispered to him as they passed through the 
archway.

Reeve hu’ed and then turned back to face Lena. “Ke called 
me Eael edI ‘vania,” said Reeve. “Ht means BPridge of the 
MeopleI. Ty mother was Cahlari. Aan we unpack this another 
time, please?” Gt that, he turned and continued his brisk walk.

“xuess he canIt talk and walk,” said Dareth, shrugging and 
pulling out his daggers, ready for their ne:t confrontation.
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Lena blew a strand of hair out of her face and followed 
them. She wasnIt sure what the big deal about Reeve being 
half!Cahlari was, but it was obviously a big secret among the 
Eroll family.

Chey found themselves in another hall, but this one had 
dim lighting from the torches spaced far apart on the wall. 
Grchways Ylled the hall on both sides, leading o’ to di’erent 
areas of the dungeon.

“Kow  do  we  know  where  they  went?”  Dareth  asked 
e:asperatedly. “xuess which of the seven paths they took? HtIs 
like walking through the minesF qou either already know your 
way, or youIre hopelessly lostF”

Lena looked at all the open doorways, unsure what the right 
answer was. She cast more light into her hand and, ignoring the 
feeling of fatigue that set in from using the simple spell, walked 
down the hallway e:amining the zoor for clues.

“7ate calls,” whispered an eerie voice in the air.
Lena turned 8uickly to Reeve and Dareth. “What?” she 

asked them, confused.
Reeve looked at her, puZZled. “We didnIt say anything,” he 

said.
She cocked her head a bit, and a shiver ran up her spine. 

Looking at each of the tunnels that went o’ in di’erent 
directions, she closed her eyes and listened again.

“qou will fail,” the voice said.
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Whipping around and opening her eyes, she settled her gaZe 
on the doorway in the middle of the hall behind her. She 
approached slowly, holding her light up to get a better look.

Che doorway looked like any other in the hallway, e:cept 
this one had an etching above the entrance. Mressing closer, 
she  could  see  the  odd  symbol,  caked  in  dust,  but  still 
distinguishable. Ht was that of a serpent, curled in a circle and 
biting its own tail. Hn the middle of the serpent, diagonally 
across, sat a writing 8uill.

Che symbol seemed to glow faintly red as she looked at 
it, but when she blinked, it was just dull stone again. She 
took a step back as the air from the tunnel hummed, a deep 
bellowing. She looked at her two companions, but neither 
seemed to hear it.

“Hs that the way?” asked Dareth.
Lena shook her head furiously. “OoF DeYnitely not that 

way. We shouldnIt go down there.” Chinking 8uickly, she 
pulled her light low and e:amined the ground. Che same layer 
of dust that had covered the symbol was also on the zoor. She 
8uickly identiYed scu’ marks in the dust where the dwarves 
had been dragged, alongside human footprints. Chey led o’ 
down a tunnel on the left, opposite the tunnel with the sigil.

She breathed a sigh of relief. “Che marks in the dust show 
they went this way,” she said, pointing o’ down the tunnel 
where the dust was cleared. “LetIs move,” she added, turning 
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to look at the ominous arch behind her one last time. She could 
feel the chill of goosebumps run down her arms, and 8uickly 
hurried the opposite way down the right corridor.

Chrough the doorway they found themselves at the top of 
a sunken chamber. Ciered ledges circled the dimly lit room, 
descending toward a zat zoor at its center. Che tiers served 
both as seating for those who once gathered here and as steps 
leading down to the lower levels. Ht reminded Lena of the 
amphitheater back in ;elira, only this one enveloped the space.

Standing  in  the  sanctum0s  bowl  were  at  least  a  doZen 
cult  members,  all  standing  in  a  circle  surrounding  the 
one unmasked man at  the center.  Reeve recogniZed him 
immediately as Earkathi. Ke tapped Lena and Dareth on their 
shoulders and whispered, “ChatIs him.”

Lena gasped as she recogniZed his face from her vision from 
Solana. Che tall nose and horrifying gaunt eyes that stared 
hatred into her soul before he plunged her under the water to 
drown. Oow, he was standing in the middle of the circle of 
men, his colorful robes billowing out around him, a sharpened 
sta’ in his hands.

G  lone  dwarf  lay  on  a  stone  slab  beneath  Earkathi, 
struggling against his rope constraints and gasping. Ke was 
already covered in blood and grime, injured in the struggle, and 
now the cult had gathered to perform their ritual. Oo other 
dwarves were in sight.
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Ht wasnIt even Earkathi that made LenaIs stomach drop. 
Ht was the man standing behind him. G deep laugh echoed 
through the chamber, and she knew it was him. Che brute they 
had faced in the mines, back to Ynish the job. Still clad in his 
mask, she couldnIt see his face, but there was no way he could 
be mistaken for anyone else.

Che laugh made the others in the ritual look up as the brute 
pointed in their direction. Earkathi looked up, a smile curling 
on his lips. “Was hoping you would join usF” he yelled gleefully 
at them. “qou can join the othersF”

Ke stepped to the side and gestured behind him. Che other 
captured dwarves were laid out in a line, wounds in their chests 
from the pointed sta’ Earkathi carried.

“OoF” yelled Dareth as he tried to lunge forward, but Reeve 
grabbed his shirt and held him back.

“qou charge down there, youIre dead,” he snapped at him, 
pushing him backwards as he released his shirt. “Lena,” he 
added, but she was already in motion.

Che arrow was nocked and ready in an instantQ her aim set 
on EarkathiIs chest. “Drop the sta’F” she yelled down at him. 
Che new bow felt perfect in her grip, the limbs bending just 
right, the string responding well in her grip. Che bone inlay 
provided the perfect grip to steady her shot.

“qou donIt scare me, elf. qou donIt have half the skill of your 
father.”
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Che line hit her like the sudden shock of a janari. “Kow do 
you know who my father is?” she asked, her Yngers itching to 
release the arrow now instead of waiting for the answer.

Earkathi shrugged. “KeIs the only other elf ever to come 
around these parts. Mlus, you look like him a bit.”

Chat line deYnitely grated on her nerves. Why couldnIt 
anyone ever  say she looked like her  mother,  who was so 
beautiful that her father had named his kingdom after her?

When  she  didnIt  answer,  Earkathi  continued  talking. 
“Nmbra may have decimated Jairtross, but they are coming 
back strong, and my vendetta against the Eroll family is even 
stronger. Che three of you are inconse8uential. Mlease,” he 
added to the cult members around him, gesturing for them to 
kill Lena and her companions.

Without hesitation, Lena loosed her arrow. Che shaft zew 
true, but instead of hitting Earkathi, it sank into the bruteIs 
biceps as he stepped in front of his master to block it.

Lena almost dropped her bow in shock. Chat was twice that 
her arrows had failed to faZe the giant. Che brute pulled the 
arrow from his arm and snapped it. Chen, staring up at them, 
he ripped o’ his snake mask and crushed the metal between 
his hands, crumpling it into a ball. 

Kis face was grotes8ue. Ht looked like he had been burnt 
badly at some point in his life, and it hadnIt healed properly. 
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Lena wondered if her father had caused his pain when he had 
burnt Jairtross to the ground.

She didnIt have long to dwell on this as he laughed manically, 
pushing aside the other cult members and barreling towards 
the three of them, pulling a broadsword from a scabbard at his 
hip.

3uickly slinging her bow on her back, she grabbed her two 
swords and prepared for impact. She glanced 8uickly from 
side!to!side and could see that Reeve was ready with his sword, 
and Dareth with his daggers.

Si: steps down, Lena could see the brute gritting his broken 
teeth at them, his face twisted and scarred. Ht appeared his 
foot had been healed as he had no problem vaulting up the 
stairs towards her. She felt a pang of panic rise, but pushed it 
back down 8uickly. Che brute ignored the other two and came 
straight for her. Ht was her job now to Ynish him so they could 
reach Earkathi.

Che brute bellowed at them in his terrible, deep voice. “Ty 
body falls apartF” he screamed at them. “H zyF”

Kis broad blade slashed through the air, clashing with 
LenaIs two blades as she parried the strike. Kis eyes were wide 
and bloodshot, sunken into his red, scarred face. Spittle zew 
from his mouth, and he pushed his blade harder against hers, 
screaming in her face.
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“Che sky falls. Che beast herds stampede. Leaves fall into 
molten riversF”

Oow Lena realiZed that the man was not only big and strong 
but also insane. Ludging by his bloodshot eyes and the potent 
smell coming from his mouth, coupled with the fact that his 
wound wasnIt bothering him, Lena guessed he was on some 
sort of hallucinogen for the pain.

She pushed him back with all her strength, and he stumbled 
down a few tiers.  She could see  the other  cult  members 
had engaged with Reeve and Dareth. Che dwarf had already 
dispatched one and taken his sword, ditching one of his 
daggers for the longer weapon that worked as a longsword for 
his short arms.

She didnIt have time to see how Reeve was faring as the brute 
regained his footing and charged back up at her. She was happy 
she had the high ground, as it put her on a more e8ual footing 
with the man who towered over her in their last duel.

Aatching his ne:t swing with one sword, she felt the impact 
reverberate all the way up her arm. She had to ignore the sting 
as this left him open below for her other sword to land a blow. 
Pringing her right arm in fast, she aimed the sword at his leg, 
but he 8uickly caught on and dropped all of his weight onto 
his sword, pushing her blocking sword down and catching the 
attacking sword on the way.
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Poth of her swords crashed down hard into the ground, and 
as he picked his sword up to attack again, she realiZed one of 
her swords had become stuck in a crack between the stairs.

With no time to wedge it free, she shifted both hands to 
the free sword and blocked another blow. Che brute laughed 
his guttural, booming laugh as his force knocked her over 
backwards into a sitting position on the step behind her.

“Tolten rivers zowF” he yelled as he brought the sword 
down in a bashing onslaught. Che constant clashing and the 
laughter drew the attention of Reeve and Dareth.

“LenaF” yelled Reeve, adding more ferocity to his attacks to 
break himself free of the men he was Yghting and reach her 
before she was cleaved in two by the bruteIs gigantic sword.

With a loud grunt, the brute brought his attack down on 
her sword with such strength that her hand popped open from 
the shock of the reverberation, and she watched helplessly as it 
clattered down the stairs.

“OoF” yelled Reeve, almost free from his attackers.
Lena watched in horror as  the brute pulled his  sword 

high overhead with both hands, bringing it swooshing down 
through the air. She winced and closed her eyes, bracing for the 
impact, but it never came. Hnstead, she heard a small e:hale in 
front of her and the sound of metal cutting through bone and 
zesh. Drops of li8uid rained down on her. Chey were thick, 
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and though she didnIt want to admit it, she knew it was a spray 
of blood.

®pening her eyes, she saw the horror before her as the tip of 
the broadsword was inches from her face, the rest sticking out 
of the back of Dareth who had jumped in front of the attack, 
dagger raised. Cerror and awe gripped her as she realiZed the 
broadsword hadnIt impaled him, but had broken through his 
blade and entered him from the top of the skull.

Che brute pulled his sword free, and what was left of Dareth 
fell forward and rolled down the stairs down into the bowl of 
the sanctum.

Pefore she even had time to realiZe what she was doing, Lena 
lunged head and hands Yrst to reach her sword that was still 
stuck in the steps. She could feel tears running down her face 
as she screamed to let out the agony, using her Yery emotions 
to rip her sword free from the stone and up into the stomach 
of the brute.

Ke looked down in shock, but then lifted his head to spit 
blood in her face, smiling with red and yellow teeth. Chis sent 
her over the edge, and she screamed again with the e’ort of 
yanking the sword out and bringing it around in one powerful 
movement.

Ker sword cleaved the bruteIs head right from his body, and 
she watched as his still!smiling face rolled down the stairs. Kis 
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body crumpled with an enormous thud. Lena let out a cry over 
what had just happened, unable to get all of her emotion out.

With the bruteIs massive form gone now, she could see 
Earkathi down below, his sta’ sticking out of the remaining 
captive scout dwarf, his job of sacriYce complete. Chough he 
didnIt look at all happy about it. Ke was staring at the head of 
his brute as it came to a stop by his feet. Chen he looked up, 
mouth agape, at Lena. She stared daggers back at him, anger 
and fury in her eyes, and a snarl on her lips to let him know he 
was ne:t.

She took two steps down when she heard a cry from her 
right. Reeve was in trouble as those Dareth had been Yghting 
now set in to attack him.

Oot about to lose another companion, she turned on heel 
and scooped up the sword Dareth had been Yghting with, 
charging straight into the crowd of cult members. She sliced 
down two of them and met Reeve in the center, standing 
back!to!back with him as they ran through their aggressors.

When several more had fallen, the others looked down to 
Earkathi for support, but he was no longer there. Seeing they 
were outmatched and their leader had zed, the remaining four 
cultists ran down the stairs and out through a doorway on the 
other side of the room.

Looking down at the scene below them, Lena could see 
the stairs littered with bodies, the most noticeable being the 
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headless brute at the bottom. Walking slowly down the stairs, 
she found where Dareth lay, crumpled unceremoniously in a 
heap.

She had never been a big fan of dwarves, yet here lay one who 
had saved her life twice. Che second time having given his own 
life to save her. Ker hand shook uncontrollably. She felt Reeve 
place his hand on her shoulder. 7rantic rambling spewed forth 
from her mouth so much that even she didnIt know what she 
was saying.

Cears welled in her eyes, and her legs would no longer 
support her.

Hn  the  dimly  lit  chamber  surrounded  by  death,  Lena 
dropped to her knees, tears bursting forth, and she violently 
broke down.



CHAPTER   SITEEX

Reasons to 
Fight

S he wasn’t aware of how long she had stayed there sobbing. 
All she knew was that Reeve didn’t leave her side the 

entire time, his arm gently placed around her shoulders to 
console her.  Not that anything could console her at this 
moment.

Lena kept thinking about all the prejudice that had been 
instilled in her life about dwarves by her father. He was always 
willing to help humans, but with dwarves, he’d always told her 
she should avoid them. Don’t help them, because they’d never 
help you.

But had he ever really had any experience with them? She 
didn’t know, but it was nothing like she’d just experienced, 
she was sure. In fact, she doubted his experiences were ever 
anything like what she’d been through. Being a powerful 
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magical  user,  it  was  likely  he  simply  blew Vairtross  into 
oblivion with no actual Yght or even a concern if there were 
innocents inside. zet here he had sent his magically inept 
daughter right into a war Pone without a care.

And Dareth? “oor Dareth. All he’d wanted to do was save 
the dwarves from the mines, and not only had they failed to 
save a single one, but he had willingly sacriYced himself for her, 
an elf he’d just met.

It was several minutes before she even realiPed that she was 
rambling and saying most of this out loud between sobs. She 
assumed it was mostly incoherent to Reeve, but he patted her 
on the back and said, ”It’s okay, Lena. Dareth was a good 
companion. He did what he had to do. He did what I would 
have done if I could have gotten to you in time.W

Lena wiped her eyes and looked up at him, into his deep 
blue eyes. There was such kindness there. Such caring. Things 
she hadn’t seen in any of the elves back home, not even in 
the females. Everyone there was so focused on training for 
the exact thing she was going through now, and suddenly she 
realiPed that the training could never prepare any of them for 
what it was actually like battling against dark magic. Fatching 
sacriYce and pain unfold before your eyes.

”Fe have to make sure they can’t hurt anyone else,W said 
Lena, regaining her composure. ”I want them dead for what 
they did to Dareth and the Tahlari, but it’s more than that. 



REASONS TO 9IGHT 16!

They will keep killing and sacriYcing until they get what they 
want. And right now, they want your whole family dead.W

Reeve nodded at her solemnly. ”zeah,W he said, distantly. 
”Both sides of my family, it seems.W

This sentence hung in the air for a moment before Lena 
could gather herself enough to connect the dots. ”So you are 
Tahlari? It’s not just an honorary title?W

Reeve nodded. ”Fe should get out of here and let the dead 
rest,W he said. ”I will tell you more along the way.W

”Fe can’t just leave themKW Lena pleaded, daring a glance at 
Dareth.

”Fe must,W said Reeve. ”Fe don’t have time for a proper 
burial. Fe have to Ynd 7arkathi and his sorcerer and put a stop 
to this.W

Lena knew he was speaking sense, but still couldn’t bear it. 
She spoke a silent prayer to Solana to protect and guide the 
spirits of the fallen, straightened out Dareth’s body next to the 
line of other dwarves, and then followed Reeve out the back of 
the room and up a long stone staircase.

Unlike the stairs they had come in on, these stairs looked 
to  be  ancient,  hewn  from  the  stone  that  made  up  the 
surrounding ground. Lena ventured a guess that this was the 
o0cial entrance to the sanctum and connected dungeons, 
likely found later after the cult had found the back way next 
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to their camp and built a makeshift wooden staircase to access 
the dungeons of Vairtross.

As they climbed the stairs, Reeve told her his story, keeping 
an arm around her to comfort her as she was still shaking a bit 
from their ordeal.

”Rasgar is the true heir to the 7rollian throne,W he began. 
”Not only is he older, but he’s fullqblood royalty. ‘ost of the 
others wouldn’t hear of me being chosen as the heir or even 
being given the title of prince. If my father had skipped Rasgar 
and chosen me, there would have been a riot. Some think that 
maybe he still should,W Reeve admitted. ”Rasgar has a 2aring 
temper and doesn’t speak well in front of others. Still, I would 
never challenge him for the throne. It’s not my place.W

Lena 3uietly assured him she was Yne and shrugged his arm 
oC her shoulder. He nodded slightly and continued talking. 
”His mother died when he was very young. ‘y father became 
depressed. He almost lost his mind. Distraught, he left the 
mountain and took solace in the woods. He needed to be 
alone. Needed to gather his thoughts and Ygure out how he 
was going to rule someday without a 3ueen.W

”That’s when my mother found him. She was Tahlari. She 
took him in and comforted him. Listened to his pain, and 
helped him talk through his struggles. Because of her, he 
decided he must go back and face his duty as heir to the throne. 
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But during their time together, he fell in love, and wanted to 
take her with him.W

Reeve let out an enormous sigh. ”‘y mother was resistant. 
Not to him, but to the life of royalty. She knew that was his 
place, but not hers. And she was right. ‘y grandfather was 
furious that he had taken up with a Tahlari woman. Fhile he 
saved them in Darmark, he wouldn’t hear of them becoming 
part of the family bloodline. ‘y mother was rejected, and my 
father went to her.W

”That same night he snuck out of the stronghold and back 
to her once more. He wanted to leave with her, to run away. 
She rejected him again, knowing his place was up in the 
mountains. Seems emotions got the better of them, and I was 
a parting present my mother got nine months later.W

They were almost at the top of the stairs now. Lena stopped 
and looked over at him. ”And what happened to your mother? 
Is she still...W she trailed oC.

”Living with the Tahlari? No, she died of an illness when 
I was very young. I barely remember her. ‘y father had to 
beg and plead with my grandfather to allow me to live in ‘t. 
9luore with the rest. I was never allowed to have a title, but I 
didn’t really care. The 7rollians are my family, but I’ll always 
have a special connection with the Tahlari. ‘y mother named 
me 7ael 4ed Evania hoping I would be the bridge between the 
Tahlari tribes and the 7roll family ruling the mountains.W
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Lena remained silent, taking in what he had said. It framed 
everything in a new light. No wonder Reeve had been so eager 
to help. Not only was he protecting his older brother, and heir 
to the throne, from coming out here into the danger, but he 
was trying to stop the kidnapping and control of his people. 
He truly was the bridge his mother had hoped for.

She awkwardly rubbed her injured arm where his strip of 
tunic was tied, not sure what to say, until something came out 
she wasn’t expecting. ”I have a confession as well,W she said. 
Apparently, her subconscious thought it was time to relate.

He looked at her expectantly. ”zou don’t have to tell me 
anything,W he said, holding up his hand to stop her.

”Fell, I feel like I do. There’s a reason I’ve been failing every 
step of this mission...W

”Really...don’t...W
”‘y magic is brokenKW she Ynished, letting the sentence 

gush out.
To her surprise, Reeve chuckled. If his smile didn’t make his 

face more attractive, she was sure she would have hit him.
”Don’t talk nonsense,W he said. ”Sure, you use your bow and 

swords a lot, but you’ve also done some amaPing things with 
magic. Enough to rival the great UmbraKW he said, clapping his 
hands together.
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Now she was sure she was going to hit him. ”Those were 
2ukes,W she said desperately, wanting him to understand she 
may not be as much help in the upcoming Yght as he’d hoped.

”Oh, come onKW he snapped back. ”zou neutraliPed the dogs, 
you healed Dareth’s arm to give him a Yghting chance down 
there. How can you say your magic is broken?W

Reeve pushed the wooden double doors open in front of 
them, and the cool night air rushed in. They stepped out 
into the deserted forest, greeted with a wide clearing. Around 
them lay a brokenqdown foundation of stone marked out 
in various s3uares and rectangles. “iles of stone littered the 
ground around the foundation. Lena 3uickly realiPed it was 
the remnants of where Vairtross used to stand before her father 
had blasted it to rubble.

She could feel the cool night air hit her face and ears, telling 
her she was likely red and 2ushed from her embarrassment. 
She hadn’t ever told anyone outside of her family about the 
incident with her sister. Since she may not live through the 
night, she supposed now was the time.

'rossing her arms in front of her, she looked at the ground 
as she spoke. ”Fhen my sister and I were kids, around twenty 
and twentyqYve...W realiPing that would sound odd to a human, 
she glanced up at  Reeve.  His  eyebrow was raised at  her, 
confused. ”That’s a young age for elves,W she said. ”Fould 
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probably be e3ual to eight to ten years old for humans.W He 
nodded, and she looked back down at the ground.

”Anyway, Sable decided it would be a fun idea to try to go 
swimming in the Dualian Ocean by our kingdom of Jelira. 
She’s overly ambitious and thinks she can do anything. It 
didn’t take much for her to coax me into going to the beach 
with her that day. She thought it would be fun sister bonding, 
but I just wanted to go home. I had no idea she wanted to go 
swimming in the ocean when she invited me.W

”It wasn’t even the currents or the maelstroms that pulled 
her under. It  was a hydralisk, long thought extinct.  One 
minute she’s swimming in the low waves calling for me to join 
her, the next I see a tail wrap around her and she’s gone.W

”That must have been terrifying,W said Reeve as they walked 
through the rubble of the remains of Vairtross.

”I didn’t have time to register the danger. ‘y only thought 
was to save my sister. I sprinted into the ocean without a 
thought or care for my safety. I dove deep, and swam furiously 
to get her, but the snake had dragged her down too deep. 
I didn’t know what else to do, so I threw my hands out in 
desperation, grasping for her. That’s when light shot from my 
hands, the Yrst sign ever that I was touched by Solana’s magic.W

”And you saved her,W said Reeve, smiling at her.
”zes. ‘y magic shocked the snake and let her go. The only 

problem was that as it shot through the water to escape, its tail 
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smashed me hard in the head, knocking me unconscious. The 
next thing I knew, I was on the beach with Sable screaming at 
me, and my father was there. He had an urgent vision that had 
told him to go to the beach, and that we were in trouble. He 
revived me.W

”Something about the head injury,  or  the water I  had 
swallowed... something damaged my connection with Solana 
that day. ‘y magic has been weak since.W

”But, clearly you can...W
”I don’t knowK Okay?W she said more angrily than she’d 

intended. ”It was something about that shrine of Solana. The 
sacred fountain that multiplies water. It’s some sort of beacon, 
an ampliYer. ‘y magic has never felt so connected and whole 
in my life. Something about The Light in that spot is strong. 
ThatLs likely why my father built the fountain there. He could 
sense the connection.W

Reeve nodded and tried to put a hand on her shoulder again, 
but she pulled away. ”That’s why I’m not sure if I can take 
on 7arkathi and his sorcerer. ‘y bow just doesn’t feel like 
enough.W

They made it out of the rubble that was Vairtross and back 
into the woods, the only place that Lena ever felt at home. 
”zou’re the best shot with a bow and arrow I’ve ever seen,W he 
told her.
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She shrugged at him, scrunching her lips to the side, unsure 
of her abilities. ”At this point, I think we should go meet up 
with the 7rollian soldiers at the Virmorph pool. That’s likely 
7arkathi’s next move since it’s the source of his power to turn 
Tahlari to his will. “lus, who knows what other powers? Fe 
can report back and help them guard it. Hopefully, weLll catch 
7arkathi as he tries to access the waters.W

”Sounds like a plan,W said Reeve.
Lena ran her hand along the bowstring across her chest, 

Ynding it comforting as always, only this time, the smooth silk 
made it feel even better. ”Let’s not let Dareth die in vain,W she 
said, determinedly stomping oC through the woods ahead of 
Reeve, who smiled after her.



CHAPTER   ESEVTEEV

Dark Reunion

F ifty soldiers were stationed outside the cave entrance that 
led to the Virmorph pool. Karkathi watched them as 

some slept propped against the mountainside, and the others 
held rank on lookout. Among those who were awake, Karkathi 
recognized Falton Kroll, brother of King Elric.

The cult leader spat on the ground at the sight. He’d just 
been alerted that all of his prisoners in the dungeon had been 
freed by a rogue Tahlari  man along with the help of the 
meddling elf and Reeve. Reeve had been a thorn in his side ever 
since he’d heard of his birth almost three decades prior. The 
Tahlari that was born of the royal Kroll blood, and taken from 
the squalor to go live high in the mountain no less. Karkathi 
would be happy to see him dead soon.

He stomped on the ground in frustration. The elf and Reeve 
had ruined so much, and now the source of power he needed to 
create more Dark Humans was under siege by the very people 
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he was hoping to obliterate. Not to mention that he had hoped 
that the dwarves he’d sacriBced could make the fabled shadow 
creatures of -aladan, the Shadruul. These fearsome beasts 
were beasts of the earth and were much more resilient than 
dogs or Dark Humans. They were the epitome of -aladan’s 
power.

So far, the creation of these beasts had eluded him. He’d 
tried humans, both alive and dead. He’d also tried a live dwarf 
before. This time he had planned to try a dead dwarf, but his 
plan had been foiled, and all he’d been left with was a sanctum 
full of dead cult members and dwarves. Not to mention that 
he was now short -ok. He would have come in handy clearing 
out this Kroll scum from the Virmorph pool.

His numbers were dwindling, and it had all happened so 
fast. He now had enough people left back at camp to perform 
another raid of the Tahlari and get their numbers back up, but 
if he risked an attack on this squad of wellWarmed soldiers, even 
if he won, he would lose.

Not that he wasn’t used to losing. He’d lost everything when 
the Kroll had killed his family, and he was forced to live with 
the fools that were the Tahlari. Even with the decades he’d 
spent with them worshipping their god, Solana, -aladan called 
to him. The dark god always called to him.

He  heard  him  in  his  sleep.  Heard  him  while  he  was 
awake. 9hen he was listening to lectures from his makeshift 
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father, Dallin ed’ Suna. -aladan was always talking to him. 
9hispering about a greater future. A future where he ruled 
again. A time when peace would reign because of his strict 
dominance. Not like the weak rule of Solana, where kingdoms 
were allowed to constantly be at war.

9ar. It was rumored that Maroft was heading towards a 
civil war. The rumors had run rampant, and that’s when 
-aladan had Bnally told him to set out and Bnd “alak and 
the other remnants of Vairtross. They had been hiding in the 
sewers of some southern kingdom like rats, and Karkathi had 
come with a vision to lead them and free them from their life 
underground. He was their sign of -aladan’s return. 

Karkathi had promised them a return to the powerful 
Virmorph  pool,  and  the  eventual  rise  of  Shadruul,  and 
subsequently -aladan himself. He was promised by -aladan 
that his fate was to end the Kroll, and he knew that meant he 
would be given rule over “t. Fluore. To become ruler of all of 
Maroft, and eventually Darmark to the south.

And it had all come crumbling down in a matter of hours. 
All because of...

”That elf,0 he said aloud, gritting his teeth and punching the 
nearest tree. The trunk was solid, and the bark scratched his 
knuckles, but the pain felt good. It was familiar, and he could 
relate.



TAHLARI: A DUNGEON LORDS® TALE18Y

He jumped slightly as a voice sounded behind him. ”The 
sheWelf is very troublesome indeed.0 “alak appeared out of the 
shadows behind him, clutching his stax. ”9e did not predict 
she would come. I deBnitely did not believe she would be such 
a thorn in our side. ?et here we are, down to less than Bfty men, 
with no way to get to our source of power. 9hat is our ne2t 
move, Karkathi!0 “alak sounded e2pectant, almost betrayed 
at Karkathi’s failures so far.

”I’m trying to decide how we can take them out without 
losing any men,0 said Karkathi, stroking his chin.

“alak  sighed.  ”?ou  promised  -aladan  was  speaking 
through you, and that Vairtross would be put in its proper 
place, and at the right hand of you as ruler of the land.0

”?es, I know,0 Karkathi snapped, pushing his hand out 
sideways as if to dismiss “alak’s negativity. He ran a Bnger 
along the waterskin attached to his belt. Suddenly, he felt 
parched.  He dismissed the urge to drink and turned his 
thoughts back to the only water he truly needed. The water 
inside the cave. ”9e just need an edge. 9e need...0

He trailed ox, e2amining the men guarding the cave a bit 
closer. Again, one man stood out among the rest. ”Oh...0 he 
said, a smile curling on his lips.
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Falton  Kroll  stood  with  his  men  by  the  opening  to  the 
Virmorph pool. The darkness pressed in on them, creepy and 
foreboding.

Forget the fact that his sons had just been murdered in the 
cave he was guarding, but he did not know what these magic 
men were capable of. He knew for sure that his men were 
not prepared for any magic that would be used if the cult 
attacked and took back the pool they were guarding. They just 
needed to keep showing a strong front to dissuade an attack 
altogether.

He’d had a bad feeling in his gut all night. The elf and his 
nephew Reeve hadn’t been heard from since they’d left earlier 
that day, and Falton was beginning to worry that they’d met a 
sticky end against these madmen.

His brother Elric would unfortunately know what it was 
like to lose a son, just as he had a few days prior. It was the 
worst feeling in the world knowing nothing could bring them 
back to him, and that the cult who had killed him were still out 
there.

Silently, he wondered if he and his men should abandon 
their guard duty and sneak ox into the woods. Kill the bastards 
while they slept and avenge his family. It may not be a bad idea. 
Take the Bght to them before they could come in swinging 
with magic. Half the guard was now well rested, and a surprise 
seemed to be the smart move.
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Turning to his secondWinWcommand, he motioned for him 
to come over, but before he could speak, there was a rustling 
in the woods.

”Fantastic,0 he whispered, gripping his spear tight and 
readying himself for a Bght. Instead of a group of men, though, 
he saw three solitary Bgures approaching.

Falton squinted through the darkness. 9as it Reeve and the 
elf with the dwarf they were meant to Bnd! No, that made little 
sense. They were all too tall for any of them to be dwarves.

There was a groaning that slowly permeated the air, and 
it sent a chill down Falton’s spine. He squinted hard in the 
dark until Bnally the Bgures got close enough to make out the 
details of their faces. A wide smile broke out across his face.

”ImpossibleB0 he said with a laugh as he clapped his soldier 
on the back. ”It’s RangstonB And he’s got -aron and -ucklow 
with himB Reeve must have been mistakenB He...0 Seeing his 
son walking back to him brought happy tears to his eyes. His 
smile was so big it felt like it would break his face. -ut then he 
realized something was ox.

The three Bgures were now only ten yards away, and Falton’s 
mouth fell open wide. The three young Kroll men were there, 
but they were hobbling. He saw his son’s face, but it really 
wasn’t his son at all. -loody death wounds still littered the 
men’s bodies, mouths open, gasping in horriBed moans as they 
walked towards Falton and the others.
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A shocked moan escaped Falton’s lips, and he was frozen 
in fear. The men around him, those who were awake, saw the 
horrible sight and froze too, unsure how to react to seeing 
their general’s undead son and nephews walking towards 
them slowly through the shrouded woods. Their instincts said 
attack, but they were waiting for orders. Orders that never 
came.

“ore  Bgures  appeared  behind  the  three  men,  Brst  as 
shadows,  but  then rushing  quickly  to  catch the  undead 
Krollians.  9ith  bows  raised  and  arrows  ready,  the  cult 
members shot down the shocked Kroll soldiers. The last thing 
Falton saw before the arrow pierced his neck was the look of 
terror on his undead son’s face as he raced towards him, knife 
at the ready to Bnish any whom the arrows didn’t take down 
Brst.



CHAPTER E  IHTEEG

High Stakes

T orches ikcderet uhrogfh uhe boresu yeno,t uhe ureesa 
lmlrLk,f Re,l l,t veewe .he, uhen Wrsu clgfhu skfhu 

ob uheLz porrn ob luulcd soo, t.k,tmet ls uhen relmkVet ku 
.ls l mo,f mk,e ob breet Tlhmlrk .kuh uorches rg,,k,f broL uhe 
tg,feo,s l,t ylcd uo uhekr cml,sz

Re,l qgmmet her yo. ls uhen tre. cmoser uo uhe xkrLorqh 
qoom clwez veewe hlt fo,e Kgkeu bor uhe mlsu sewerlm Lk,guesa 
l,t  she  cogmt  see  hks  d,gcdmes  .ere  .hkue  ls  he  ukfhumn 
frkqqet hks s.ortz Then youh eSqecuet uo rg, k,uo ’lrdluhk 
soLe.here lmo,f uhe .lna l,t uhekr se,se ob boreyotk,f fre. 
ewern Lk,gue uhen blcet eLqun .ootsz

Nhe clrebgmmn ,ocdet l, lrro. k,uo her yo. ls uhen sl. uhe 
shkLLer ob mkfhu lqqelr k, uhe tksul,cez Then .ere trl.k,f 
cmose uo uhe Log,ulk, l,t .ere,Hu sgre .hlu uo eSqecu .he, 
uhen relchet uhe Loguh ob uhe clwez Iou seek,f ’lrdluhk k, uhe 
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.oots flwe her l fro.k,f se,se ob l,Skeun .kuh ewern sueq uhen 
uoodz

The fmo. fre. yrkfhuer ls uhen lqqrolcheta l,t uhen yefl, 
uo see uhe shlqes ob somtkers sul,tk,f lu luue,uko, k, l seLkckrcme 
lrog,t uhe clwez Nhe cogmt helr veewe ymo. ogu l skfh ob remkeb 
lu uhe blLkmklr skfhu ob ’rommkl, somtkersz

Bpe sukmm homt uhe clwea so lu melsu uhereHs soLe foot ,e.sa: 
slkt veewez

Dgu l be. Lore sueqs k,sul,umn Llte Re,lHs Loguh fo trna 
l,t she lmLosu troqqet her yo. k, shocdz Nhe kLLetkluemn 
uhre. ogu l hl,t l,t qmlcet ku o, veeweHs chesua suoqqk,f hkL 
broL fok,f bgruherz

BAuHs ,ou .hlu nog uhk,da: she slkta g,sgre ho. uo uemm hkLz
BRe,la: he slkta yrgshk,f her hl,t lskte l,t uldk,f l be. 

Lore sueqsa BuhenHre rkfhu uherez A cl, see Ln g,cmez 8wernuhk,f 
kszzz:

Gks hl,t shou kLLetkluemn uo hks Loguh ls hks enes W,lmmn meu 
hkL see .hlu .ls urgmn k, bro,u ob uheLz Nukcdk,f gq ogu ob uhe 
frog,t .ere Wbun suldesz 8lch sulde .ls rg, uhrogfh uhe yotn 
ob l telt ’rommkl, somtker so uhlu uhen lqqelret uo ye sul,tk,f 
gqrkfhuz Rlrfe Wres mku yehk,t uheL sho.et uheL ls skmhogeuues 
k, uhe tlrd,essz Thks Llte ku hlrt uo see uhe teulkms ob uhekr 
blcesa ygu Re,lHs emb enes lmmo.et her uo see uhlu uhekr enes .ere 
lmm .kte k, horrora uhekr Loguhs lflqe k, skme,u screlLsz
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IeSu uo hera veewe Kgkcdmn reLowet hks hl,t broL hks 
Loguh l,t ugr,et l.ln broL her uo reuch yehk,t l ,elryn 
qk,ez jgsu uhe skfhu ob uhe telt Le, .ls ylt e,ogfha ygu Re,l 
.ls sgre uhe woLkuk,f .ls l relcuko, uo ,oukck,f hks g,cme .ls 
lu uhe borebro,u ob hks somtkersz

BAHL so sorrn7: she slkta rgshk,f ower uo hkL l,t qmlck,f 
l hl,t o, hks ylcdz BpeHre uoo mluez AHL so sorrnz: Nhe relmmn 
tkt,Hu d,o. .hlu emse uo slnz 8mwes mkwet bor uhogsl,ts ob nelrs 
l,t hlt ,ou d,o., .lr k, her mkbeukLea so she .ls,Hu relmmn 
sgre ho. uo telm .kuh soLeo,e frkewk,f uhe teluh ob l mowet 
o,e wern .emmz

veewe .kqet hks Loguh uo cmelr uhe woLku broL hks mkqs l,t 
moodet Re,l sKglre k, uhe enesz BThks hls uo e,t ,o.a: he slktz 
BThe Lo,suers uhlu tkt uhks hlwe uo ye k, uhere ,o.a tok,f 
Noml,l d,o.s .hlu .kuh uhlu tlrd Llfkc qoomz pe hlwe uo e,t 
uhks yebore uhen fluher e,ogfh borce uo feu uo uhe resu ob Ln 
blLkmnz 8,t kua ,o Lluuer .hlu uhe cosuz:

Re,l ,otteta hemqk,f hkL feu sueltn o, hks beeuz 8we, k, 
uhe tlrd,essa ewe, .kuh uhe frkewk,f l,t uhe horrors uhlu 
uhenHt .ku,esset uo,kfhua soLeho. veewesH qrese,ce l,t 
Werce teuerLk,luko, .ordet uo clmL her Cgsu e,ogfh uo qress 
o,z

pkuh .elqo,s trl.,a uhen lqqrolchet uhe Loguh ob uhe 
clwea Kgkcdmn rgshk,f qlsu uhe ro.s ob telt yotkesz 8we, ls uhen 
Llte uhekr .ln uhrogfh uheLa Re,l clgfhu l uelr blmmk,f broL 
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veeweHs enes ls he clgfhu l cmoser mood lu hks g,cmez Ge yrgshet 
ku l.ln .kuh uhe ylcd ob hks .rksua l,t uhen uhre. uheLsemwes 
lflk,su elch skte ob uhe clwe oqe,k,fz

Mlrebgmmn qeerk,f k,sktea Re,l cogmt see uhlu uhe cgmu .ls 
fluheret uherez 9resh ymoot rl, lcross uhe rocd uhlu met gq 
uo uhe qooma l,t uo Re,l ku tkt,Hu seeL mkde ku .ls broL uhe 
’rommkl, somtkersz The ymoot urlkms met rkfhu gq uo uhe fmo.k,f 
qgrqme qoom .here uhe cgmu suoot k, uhe .luera s,lde Llsds sukmm 
o, l,t fmo.k,f smkfhumn qgrqme broL uhe Llfkc ob uhe qooma 
luue,uko, trl., uo ’lrdluhk l,t hks sorcerer o, uhe blr sktez

Bzzzshlmm ,ou ye seu ylcd l,n mo,fer7: uhen helrt ’lrdluhk nemma 
Wsus qgLqk,f uhe lkr bor eYecuz BThe emb fkrm l,t veewe hlwe 
rgk,et Lgch ob .hlu .eHwe .ordet borzzz: Re,lHs enes .e,u 
.kte ls she helrt hersemb Le,uko,etz Nhe hlt lqqlre,umn Llte 
l, kLqlcu uo,kfhua uhogfh ku tkt,Hu beem mkde l,n wkcuorkes hlt 
yee, .o,z

Bzzzso ,o. .e k,bgse ogrsemwes .kuh uhe xkrLorqhz 1buer .e 
gse uhks tlrd Llfkca .e .kmm rlmmn .kuh uhose ylcd lu clLqz 
pkuh ogr ,e. qo.era .eHmm melt uheL uo Llrch k,uo uhe .oots 
l,t ulde ewern mlsu Tlhmlrk Ll,a .oLl,a l,t chkmta reflrtmess 
ob lfez pe .kmm yrk,f lmm uhe cml,s l,t ugr, uheL k,uo Olrd 
GgLl,sz:

Re,lHs W,fer .ls kuchk,f uo qgmm ylcd her yo.surk,f l,t mln 
’lrdluhk to., k,uo uhe qoom rkfhu ,o.a ygu she .ls,Hu sgre 
she cogmt feu l cmelr shou .kuh lmm uhe cgmu LeLyers k, uhe .lnz 
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Nhe lmso .ls,Hu sgre .ho uo shoou Wrsua ls ?lmld sukmm qoset l, 
e,orLogs uhrelu ls .emmz

’lrdluhk co,uk,get hks sqeechz BDn uhks ukLe uoLorro.a .e 
.kmm Llrch o, uhe Log,ulk, broL uhe k,sktez pe .kmm ulde uhe 
’romm blLkmn to.,7: The sgrrog,tk,f Le, flwe l hlqqn chl,u 
ob lfreeLe,uz Bpe .kmm sqkmm ’k,f 8mrkcHs k,sktes o, uhe uhro,e 
rooL ioor7: The resqo,tk,f chl,u fre. mogter k, lfreeLe,uz

6, uhe ouher skte ob uhe clwe oqe,k,fa Re,l cogmt see 
veeweHs Loguh cgrm k,uo l s,lrm ls he uood l sueq bor.lrta ygu 
she Kgkcdmn hemt gq l hl,t bor hkL uo .lkuz Gks mkq u.kuchet lu 
her k, l,fera ygu he tkt,Hu Lowez

B1buer .e ulde uhe Log,ulk,a Dlmltl, .kmm rkse7: ’lrdluhk 
shoguetz BThks frelu ml,t .e mkwe k, .kmm W,lmmn d,o. qelce7:

The cgmuHs chl,u rose uo l, lysomgue tk,z ’lrdluhk ugr,et uo 
hks sorcerer l,t fesugret hks hl,t uo.lrts uhe qoomz B?lmlda 
uhese Le, hlwe eSqoset uhekr wern ymoot uo uhe qo.er ob uhe 
xkrLoqh qoomz Mlsu nogr sqemm o, uhese .luers l,t yrk,f boruh 
uhe urge qo.er ob xkrLorqhkla uhlu .e Lln ho,or Dlmltl, l,t 
yrk,f Cgsukce uo ogr .ormt7:

The sorcerer rlkset hks sulY l,t trkbuet ku uo.lrts uhe qoomz 
1s he chl,ueta uhe ukq ob hks sulY fre. yrkfhuerz Re,l tkt,Hu 
.l,u uo d,o. .hlu unqe ob Lo,suroskukes .ogmt coLe ogu ob 
uhe qoom o,ce uhks rkuglm .ls coLqmeuea l,t d,e. uhlu uhe ukLe 
.ls ,o. or ,ewerz
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vommk,f her ylcd lmo,f uhe clwe .lmma she sqg, Kgkcdmn k,uo 
uhe rooLz The sgtte, LoweLe,u Llte ?lmld suoq mo.erk,f 
uhe sulY l,t mood gq lu herz 8werno,e emse bommo.et hks flVe 
g,ukm uhe e,ukre frogq .ls ugr,et l,t sulrk,f lu Re,la yo. 
trl., ls she bog,t l cmelr shou uo uhe sorcererHs ,ecdz

Eml,ck,f skte.lnsa she cogmt see uhlu veewe hlt coLe gq 
yeskte hera s.ort trl., shogmt l,no,e tlre uo coLe lu uheLz

’lrdluhk rommet hks enesz B6b cogrse nog lre herez 0ogHre 
mkde l f,lu uhlu A cl,Hu Kgkue sKglshz 0og deeq ygVVk,f lrog,t 
.here nog to,Hu yemo,fz:

Re,l .ls,Hu sgre .hlu she .ls .lkuk,f bora ygu her W,fers 
.ogmt,Hu meu fo ob uhe skmd surk,fz Nhe d,e. uhere .ls ,o 
relso,k,f .kuh uhks LltLl,z Nhe lmso d,e. uhlu ls soo, ls uhlu 
lrro. .ls seu breea lmm hemm .ogmt yreld moosea l,t she ,eetet l 
Lk,gue uo Wfgre ogu .hlu her ,eSu Lowe .ogmt yez

B0ogHwe hgru so Ll,n qeoqmea: she slkta sulmmk,fz BTo .hlu 
e,tP:

’lrdluhk Cgsu sLkmet l,t mlgfhetz B?n e,ukre mkbe .ls ulde, 
broL Le .he, A .ls Cgsu l yonz AHL skLqmn rkfhuk,f soLe 
.ro,fs l,t ,ou lmmo.k,f 2lrobu uo blmm k,uo uhe chlos ob l 
ckwkm .lrz 0og Lgsu g,tersul,t uhlu ogr cog,urn ,eets WrL 
meltershkqa l,t ,ou uhe iog,terk,f ob uhe .eld ’rommsz:

Ab she troqqet ?lmlda she cogmt suoq uhe rkuglma ygu kb she 
cogmt feu l foot shou lu ’lrdluhka uhe ouhers cogmt mose uhekr 
.kmm uo Wfhuz Nhe uhogfhu ylcd uo her wksku uo uhe Tlhmlrk wkmmlfe 



T1GR1vAU 1 O®IE86I R6vONJ T1R85Z3

l,t her ulmd .kuh uhe chkebz ’lrdluhk .ls l, oguskter herez 
Rkdemn ?lmldHs Lel,s uo l, e,tz ?lnye hks teluh .ls o,mn 
kLqorul,u uo her l,t veeweP Nhe sukmm .ls,Hu sgre .hlu uo toz

B0og hlwe ,o ktel .hlu ku uldes uo rgme7: veewe shoguet lu 
hkLz

The LltLl,Hs sLkme fre. .kterz B1hhz veewez The Drktfe 
ob uhe -eoqmez Tlde, broL uhe wkmmlfe uo mkwe uhe mkbe ob mgSgrn gq 
lyowez ’eeq ulmdk,fa yonz 0og .kmm e,t gq mkde nogr g,cme l,t 
frl,tbluher soo, e,ogfhz: ?grter ilshet k, veeweHs enesa 
l,t he rlkset hks s.ort ewer so smkfhumnz

BOo,Hu to kua: Re,l .hksqeret uo hkL ogu ob uhe cor,er ob 
her Loguh ls she sl. he .ls kuchk,f uo ulde uhe ylku l,t chlrfe 
bor.lrtz

veeweHs mkq u.kuchetz ’lrdluhk fesugret yehk,t hkL uo uhe 
rocds uhlu veewe hlt hktte, yehk,t .he, heHt Wrsu tkscoweret 
uhe cgmu tok,f uhekr rkuglmz B6r Llnye nogHmm e,t gq mkde nogr 
cogsk,sa hLLP:

Re,l .luchet ls ?lmld qok,uet hks sulY lu uhe rocdsz Erol,s 
cogmt ye helrt Wmmk,f uhe clwea l,t uhree Le, suoot gqz 
Re,l tkt,Hu recof,kVe uheLa ygu sukmm flsqet k, horror ls uhekr 
teluh .og,ts .ere cmelrmn wkskymez The g,telt Le, qgmmet 
uheLsemwes uo uhekr beeu l,t .lmdet k,uo uhe qoom uo il,d 
’lrdluhkz

B1 yku ob l Conogs blLkmn reg,ko,a .ogmt,Hu nog slnP:
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veewe uood uhe ylku uhks ukLe l,t mg,fet bor.lrtz pkuhogu 
uhk,dk,fa Re,l sugcd her boou ogu l,t urkqqet hkLa se,tk,f 
hkL to., hlrt o,uo uhe suo,e ioor ob uhe clwez Gks s.ort bemm 
broL hks frlsq l,t .e,u cmluuerk,f lmo,f uhe frog,ta sqmlshk,f 
k,uo uhe qoom yebore uheLz

’lrdluhkHs mlgfh Wmmet uhe lkrz B’kmm uheL7: he nemmetz The 
g,telt ’rommkl, urko rlcet uhrogfh uhe qooma Cok,et yn uhe 
ouher cgmu LeLyers ls uhen lmm rgshet uo.lrts Re,l l,t uhe 
to.,et veewez

Re,l skme,umn cgrset hersemb bor Lkssk,f her oqqorug,kun uo 
ulde lu melsu ’lrdluhk or ?lmld to., Wrsu l,t fml,cet lrog,t 
bor l,nuhk,f uhlu cogmt slwe uheL ,o.z

Ger enes seuumet o, uhe Ll,n sulmlcukues hl,fk,f broL uhe 
clwe cekmk,fa mkde sqelrs owerhelt .lkuk,f uo ye troqqetz Nhe 
Lguueret l Kgkcd k,cl,uluko,a l,t uhe ukq ob her lrro. fmo.et 
.kuh l yrkfhu nemmo. mkfhuz Nhe cogmt beem her e,erfn trlk, 
k,sul,umna l,t d,e. ku .ls ,ou l sqemm she cogmt sgsulk,a ygu she 
.ogmt,Hu ,eet uoz

Nhe Kgkcdmn qgmmet her yo. gq l,t lkLet lu uhe clwe cekmk,fa 
hkfh qlsu uhe ukqs ob uhe sulmlcukuesa uo uhe wern cekmk,f ob uhe 
clwez The lrro. .hkqqet broL her yo. l,t uhrogfh uhe tkL 
clwea mkfhuk,f kus .ln gq uo uhe somkt rocd lyowe uheL k, l sureld 
ob yrkmmkl,u nemmo. mkfhuz

BIo7: ’lrdluhk screlLetz The mlsu Re,l sl. ob hkLa he .ls 
ugr,k,f uo rg, ls her lrro. bog,t somkt rocd l,t eSqmotet 
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owerheltz The tk, ob screlLs .ls telbe,k,f ls rocd ylrremet 
to., broL uhe cekmk,fa uhe shlrq sulmlcukues W,tk,f uhekr 
Llrdsz Those uhlu .ere,Hu kLqlmet .ere crgshet yn blmmk,f 
rocdz

Re,l frlyyet veewe yn hks  shkru  l,t qgmmet hkL ylcd 
uhrogfh uhe Loguh ob uhe clwe ls rocd qkmet to.,a ygrnk,f uhe 
cgmu LeLyers l,t g,telt ’romm k, uhe qooma l,t ymocdk,f uhe 
clwe e,url,cez

Then youh sugLymet ylcd.lrts l,t bemm hlrt uo uhe frog,t 
ls tgsu broL uhe clwe Wmmet uhe lkrz 9or l LoLe,u uhen borfou 
lyogu uhe frgesoLe wkslfe ob uhe yotkes o, suldes lrog,t 
uheL ls uhen fluheret uheLsemwesz

B1re nog odlnP: Re,l lsdeta hemqk,f veewe uo hks beeuz Nhe 
cogmt uemm ls he suoot gq uhlu he .ls urnk,f uo mood l,n.here 
emse ouher uhl, lu hks g,cmez

B9or ,o.a: he slkta tgsuk,f hkLsemb oYz Then suoota l,t 
Re,l smg,f her yo.a qguuk,f hersemb gq g,ter veewesH lrL l,t 
hemqk,f hkL .lmd ogu qlsu uhe yotkes l,t ylcd k,uo uhe .oots 
uo feu l.ln broL uhe forez pkuh uhe clwe l,t uhe Llsslcre 
yehk,t uheLa she qroqqet veewe gq lflk,su l uree l,t uood 
soLe teeq yreluhs uo sueltn hersembz

B0og uhk,d uhenHre lmm teltP: Re,l lsdeta ql,uk,fa fml,ck,f 
ylcd lu uhe ymocdet e,url,cez BThere lre ouher .lns ogu kb uhen 
sgrwkweta rkfhuP Nhogmt .e fo ylcd uo uhe t.lrwes l,tzzz:
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1,ouher eSqmosko, sog,tet broL uhe clwez vocd teyrks 
.e,u ink,f Kgkcdmn uhrogfh uhe lkra l,t Re,l hlt uo qgmm 
veewe lrog,t l,t smlL hkL lflk,su uhe ,elresu uree ls rocd 
.hkVVet ynz

6,ce uhe eSqmosko, clmLeta uhen smo.mn fml,cet lrog,t uhe 
urg,dz Therea sul,tk,f k, uhe Loguh ob uhe clwe .ls l mo,e 
Wfgrea sulY k, o,e hl,ta l,t l .luersdk, k, uhe ouherz

pkuh l Kgkcd mood lrog,ta uhe Wfgre tkt,Hu lqqelr uo see 
uheLa l,t he .e,u uelrk,f oY k,uo uhe ,kfhu lu bgmm sqrk,uz Re,l 
qg,chet uhe uree l,t screlLet k, brgsurluko, l,t l,fgkshz 
’lrdluhk hlt sgrwkwet uhe clweIk,z



CHAPTER   N  ETEE  

The Shrine

T he crunch of dozens of feet stepping on pine needles 
alled the Kir Ks kKrwKthi led .hKt .Ks left of his cult 

through the pine forest to.Krds their anKl destinKtionH
mis qind yKshed buicwlV vKcw to the qKssKcre inside the 

jirqorph cK-eH The fKlling rocw hKd vuried the pool Knd 
e-erVone in itH kKrwKthi hKd do-e vehind the sqKll rocw .Kll 
vV the pool Must in tiqe to K-oid veing iqpKled vV K speKrAliwe 
point froq Kvo-eH ,KlKw hKd not veen so fortunKteH

’s kKrwKthi peered vKcw o-er the rocwE he hKd seen the 
shKqKn sprK.led out on the groundE vlood dripping froq his 
qouthE his vodV stucw .ith K shKrp rocwH me .Ks struggling to 
speKwE vut couldnSt buite qKwe out .ordsE Knd the old shKqKn 
of jKirtross died right vefore his eVesH

kKrwKthi  didnSt  hK-e  tiqe to  d.ell  on itE  Knd buicwlV 
snKtched up the stKRH The stKR .Ks the onlV logicKl .KV outH 
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Loing vKcw through the qountKins qeKnt coqing Kcross the 
d.Kr-esE Knd he douvted he could get vV theq Kli-eH

The onlV other thing he needed .Ks to preser-e soqe of the 
po.erful jirqorph libuid to hKrness the po.er theV needed 
to rKid the TKhlKri one lKst tiqeH me hKd alled his .Kterswin 
Knd vlKsted his .KV out into the nightH ’ buicw loow Kround 
pro-ed thKt the trouvlesoqe elf Knd the -ile 1ee-e .ere goneH

1ounding up the lKst of his :Krw muqKns Knd his a-e 
reqKining cult qeqvers froq cKqpE he .Ks no. leKding theq 
to the one plKce thKt .ould Kllo. theq to qultiplV the po.er 
of the little jirqorph libuid theV still hKdH

kKrwKthi vurst out into the cleKring Knd hopped o-er the lip 
of the lKrge vKsinE stopping hiqself Kt the vo.l veneKth the 
stKtue of NolKnKH 1esting the stKR KgKinst the lip of the vo.lE 
he pulled out his .Kterswin Knd duqped the .Kter inH

me sco.led Kt NolKnKSs stone sqile Knd then vegKn the chKnt 
thKt his fKuU fKtherE :KllinE hKd tKught hiq qKnV VeKrs prior 
to help qultiplV the .Kter during K long droughtH The .Kter 
in the vo.l gre. vrighter Knd vrighter purpleE Knd it eUpKnded 
in the vo.lE spilling out onto the ground Kround his feetH

The .Kter eUpKnded until it reKched the edges of the lipE 
running in ripples Klong the groundE creKting K shKllo. vKsin 
of .Kter surrounding kKrwKthi Knd the shrineH The .KrqE 
purple .Kter .Kshed o-er his feetE Knd he felt the tingle of the 
po.er course through hiqH



T’mO’19® ’ :65LI“5 O“1:N” T’OIGDW

me turned Knd .K-ed to the others to Moin hiq in the .KterH 
TheV didnSt hesitKte to step for.Krd Ks theV .ere vecwonedE 
not thKt the :Krw muqKns Kqong theq hKd K choiceH 9t 
.Ks quch shKllo.er thKn the poolE vut the jirqorph libuid 
surrounded theq once KgKinH

kKrwKthi toow K deep vreKthH 9t .Ks tiqe to end thisE no 
qKtter .hKt the costH

OenK Knd 1ee-e cKqe to K stop froq their trKiling sprint 
Knd .Ktched Ks the pKrtV gKthered in the vKsin Kround the 
fountKinH The glo.ing purple .Kter lit the other.ise dKrw KreK 
.ith Kn eerie glo.H OenK shoow her heKd Ks she sK. the stKtue of 
NolKnK on the shrineH The stKtue hKd turned froq its stoneAgrKV 
color to vlKcwH

7TheVS-e tKinted itEC she .hisperedE KghKstH
7:esecrKtion of The Oight .ith dKrw qKgicEC 1ee-e KgreedH 

78e hK-e to stop theq here Knd no.H meSs getting desperKteHC
me didnSt hK-e to tell OenK t.iceH Nhe nocwed Kn Krro. in 

her vo. Knd toow KiqH This hKd gone fKr enoughH 8hKte-er 
diRerences she hKd .ith her fKtherE she still hKd deep respect 
for her godH 8hKte-er .Ks hKppening here .KsnSt nKturKl Knd 
hKd to ve stoppedH
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Nhe let the Krro. yVE vut right vefore it sKnw into kKrwKthiSs 
vKcw on the left sideE he rKised the stKRE Knd the Krro. froze 
qidAKirH

OenKSs lip t.itched Ks she buicwlV strung Knother Knd didnSt 
hesitKte in aringH mer Kiq .Ks so deKd on thKt the tip of the 
Krro.heKd hit the other Krro. Knd split itE vefore it too froze 
qidAKirH

kKrwKthi slo.lV turned Kround .ith K dKrw Knd ecstKtic grin 
on his fKceH 79 Kssuqed 9 .ouldnSt ve Kvle to coqplete qV rituKl 
.ithout Vou sho.ing Vour fKces KgKinEC he sKidE Kcid dripping 
froq his -oiceH me let the Krro.s drop into the .Kter Kt his feetH 
7The onlV thing isE this tiqe Vou Kre too lKteHC

me slKqqed the stKR hKrd into the .Kter veneKth hiqE Knd 
ripples of green light vrowe through the purple .KterH The 
.Kter reKcted vV gro.ing vrighter purpleE so vright thKt OenK 
hKd to shield her eVesH

,oKns Knd Velps of pKin could ve heKrd froq the other side 
of OenKSs hKndH The qoKns buicwlV turned to KngrV vKrwingH 
The light fKdedE Knd Ks OenK lo.ered her hKndE her .orst 
feKrs .ere conarqedH me hKd turned the cult into the sKqe 
grotesbue dogs theV hKd run froq eKrlier thKt nightH

2Kcwles froq the dogs alled the KirE vut the lKughing dogs 
thKt vegKn to slo.lV forq K circle Kround theq .KsnSt e-en 
the qost horrifVing pKrtH 9n the qiddle of the circle vV the 
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fountKin stood kKrwKthiE though he no longer reseqvled K 
qKnH me .KsnSt buite K dog eitherH

9nsteKdE he stood K full three feet tKller thKn he hKd veen 
veforeH mis vodV .Ks vulging .ith po.erful quscle Knd dKrw 
furH “ut of his vKcw shot the sKqe red seqiAluqinescent spiwes 
thKt protruded froq the other dogsH me still stood on his hind 
legsE .here the others .ere on Kll foursE to.ering Kvo-e his 
suvordinKtesH

mis thin snout hKd the sKqe hKunting qouth thKt hinged in 
the vKcw Must K little too fKr to ve norqKlE Kllo.ing his qouth 
to hKng open .ith K gKping qK. ridden .ith needleAliwe teethH

mis eVes glo.ed red Ks he stKred do.n Kt theqE his chest 
heK-ing Ks he vreKthed heK-ilVE relishing his ne. po.er Knd 
ho. sqKll his foes no. loowed velo. hiqH

7This forq .ill do for no.EC he ho.ledE stretching his 
qusculKr Krq out to the side Knd eUKqining his ne. clK.sE 
yeUing the angers Ks if to test out his ne. vodVH me toow K fe. 
steps to.Krds theqE Knd OenK nocwed Knother Krro.H 1ee-e 
pulled the s.ord froq OenKSs right sheKth Knd put hiqself 
vet.een her Knd kKrwKthiE though she .KsnSt sure ho. quch 
good he could KctuKllV do KgKinst such K veKst of K qKnH

7’ll .ill feKr qe Ks K veKstEC he gro.ledH 75othing .ill stop 
qV qightBC

OenK toow buicw Kiq Kt his eVe Knd ared oR her Krro.H 
kKrwKthi eKsilV sideAstepped the proMectile Ks if it .ere K peswV 
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vug thKt  siqplV  KnnoVed hiq qore  thKn K  .eKpon thKt 
threKtened hiqH

Nhe could sense the sqKller dogs pressing in tighter Kround 
theq Ks kKrwKthi slo.lV qKde his .KV closerH Nhe buicwlV slung 
her vo. Knd pulled her reqKining s.ordE vrKcing for iqpKctH

kKrwKthi rKised his clK.sE vut vefore he could do KnVthingE 
1ee-e chKrged for.KrdE s.ord s.ingingH mis vlKde cKught 
the veKstAqKnSs KrqE Knd he roKred in pKinE though the cut 
loowed to ve shKllo.H 9t still Kngered kKrwKthiE so he s.ung 
his right Krq Kcross Knd cKught 1ee-e in the heKdH 1ee-e 
.ent stKggering vKcw.Krds Knd do.n into the jirqorph poolE 
s.ord clKttering through the shKllo. .Kter Knd lKnding vV 
OenKSs feetH

Nhe hKd Must enough tiqe to picw it up .hen kKrwKthi 
snKpped his angersH The dogs Kll rushed Kt onceE Knd OenK 
dipped into her aghting stKnceE reKdV to striwe the arst one thKt 
reKched herH

’s t.o dogs Muqped to tKwe her onE tiqe seeqed to freezeH 
5oE not buite frozenH The dogs .ere still qo-ingE vut it .Ks 
Kt Kn insKnelV slo. pKceH Nhe qKr-eled Kt the spectKcle of 
the slo. dogs for K qoqentE vefore her eVe cKught K Vello. 
veKq of lightH 9t .Ks coqing froq the stKtue of NolKnKH 9t .Ks 
shining to.Krds herE Knd then seeqed to vounce oRE trKcing 
Krcs through the Kir to.Krds the closing dogsH
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9n Kn instKntE she understood .hKt it qeKntH 9t .Ks her pKth 
of KttKcwH Yringing her s.ords through the Kir Knd follo.ing 
the veKqs of light in the eerie purple dKrwnessE she sliced 
through the arst t.o dogsE Knd theV slo.lV fell to the groundH

The light plKVed Kcross the KirE lining up her striwe for the 
neUt one thKt .Ks heKding her .KVH ’fter thisE she sK. the three 
thKt .ere surrounding the unKrqed 1ee-eE .ho .Ks still on 
the groundE Knd the light pKth sho.ed her eUKctlV ho. to tKwe 
theq out vefore theV could pin hiq do.n Knd rip his throKt 
outH

1ee-e didnSt seeq to wno. .hKt .Ks going onE Ks he too 
.Ks qo-ing in slo. qotionH Ylood qo-ed through the Kir in 
slo.Aqotion streKws Knd droplets froq the fresh cuts on the 
dogsH TheV qo-ed iqpossivlV slo.E Knd OenK hKd K second to 
qKr-el Kt the drops Klqost hKnging in qidKir vefore the light 
Krced KgKinE this tiqe to.Krds kKrwKthiSs throKtH

Nhe hKppilV rKised her s.ordE glKd thKt NolKnK .Ks sho.ing 
her the .KV to end Kll this qKdnessH Nhe gK-e K vKttle crV Ks 
she s.ung the s.ord .ith Kll her qight Kt the veKstSs eUposed 
throKtH

?ust Ks she thought she hKd her qKrwE the s.ord sqKshed 
into soqething solidE Knd she felt K fKqiliKr re-erverKtion 
spreKd up her KrqH

7InoughBC kKrwKthi screKqedE his stKR rKised to vlocw her 
deKthvlo.H TheV stood locwed for K qoqent vefore the veKst 
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pushed vKcwE forcing her vKcw K stepH Nhe buicwlV regrouped 
Knd sbuKred oR KgKinst hiq KgKinH

79 Kq the qessenger of YKlKdKnE IlfH :o not thinw thKt Vour 
tricws .ill .orw on qeHC

Nhe gritted her teethH mer qind yKshed vKcw to the sVqvol 
she hKd seen in the dungeonH The sVqvol of the snKwe Knd 
the buillH YKlKdKnSs sVqvolE Knd the .hisperH XPou .ill fKilES 
the -oice hKd told herH 9t rKng loudlV in her eKrs Ks if she .ere 
heKring it KgKinH

’ll of her feKrs cKqe yooding vKcwH Nhe suddenlV felt out 
of her leKgue in this aghtH Nhe .Ks aghting K hellhound veKst 
of YKlKdKnE .hich .Ks counterKcting NolKnKE Knd she couldnSt 
e-en use proper qKgicH 8hKt good .ere s.ords KgKinst such 
e-il3

kKrwKthi vrought the stKR do.n s.iftlV to.Krd her heKdE 
Knd she pulled voth s.ords up in Kn X4S to vlocwH Nhe buicwlV 
vrought the vlKdes KcrossE hoping to se-er the stKR in hKlfE vut 
theV siqplV slid oRE not e-en leK-ing K qKrwH

The veKst dre. the stKR into the KirE K green light igniting 
froq the topH me vrought it do.n to point Kt OenKE Knd she 
vKrelV rolled out of the .KV Ks the green light shot pKst herH

Nhe chKrged lo.E hoping to striwe his legs Knd stiye his buicw 
qovilitVE vut he vrought the stKR do.n hKrd on her s.ordsE 
dri-ing theq do.n to ricochet oR the .Kter vKsin velo. theqH
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OenK vrought one s.ord up fKst  Knd dug the tip into 
kKrwKthiSs free KrqH me pulled the stKR Kcross Knd wnocwed the 
s.ord looseE vut vello.ed in pKin Ks red vlood spilled through 
the KirH

The inMurV Kngered hiqE Knd he vludgeoned her .ith K qiU 
of hKrd hits Knd qKgicKl vlKsts thKt she nKrro.lV dodged .hile 
pKrrVing the vlo.s thKt cKqe her .KVH

Nhe .orwed her .KV in close enough thKt he could not point 
the stKR to vlKst herE Knd qKde hiq plKV her gKqeE .hich .Ks 
good oldAfKshioned fencingH Though he .Ks strongE her rKge 
Knd deterqinKtion .ere enough to hold his KttKcws vKcwH

’t one point she glKnced to the side Knd sK. thKt 1ee-e .Ks 
vKcw on his feetE though he .Ks grKppling vKreAhKnded .ith Kn 
KttKcw dogH FKnic gripped her Ks Knother dog cKqe in to wnocw 
hiq o-erE .hile the arst .ent for his throKtH

Ooowing e-en for this qoqent .Ks enough to distrKct her 
froq her aghtE Knd kKrwKthi vrought his stKR up hKrd into her 
chinH mer eVes eUploded into K vlur of stKrs Ks theV .Ktered o-er 
froq the iqpKctH

Neizing  his  chKnceE  the  veKst  vrought  the  stKR KcrossE 
wnocwing her s.ords froq her hKndE Knd .ith Knother thrust 
into her chestE he wnocwed her o-er vKcw.KrdsH

OenK fell hKrd .ith K splKsh into the jirqorph vKsinE her 
hKnd cKtching her fKll on the hKrd rocwH FKin shot through 
her right .ristH 9t .KsnSt vrowenE vut the iqpKct hKd sprKined 
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itH The .Kter felt .KrqE Knd she could feel the libuid Ks it 
perqeKted the vurn she hKd gotten on the vKcw of her hKnd 
in FetKroH 9t felt liwe the dKrw qKgic .Ks .orwing its .KV into 
herE Knd she wne. she hKd to get up fKstH

9gnoring the pKinE she unslung her vo. Knd stood in one 
qotionE Knd in Knother she reKched for Knd nocwed Kn Krro. 
Knd spun to fKce the veKst thKt .Ks kKrwKthi edS NKVKnKH

“nlV she couldnSt let her Krro. yVE for kKrwKthi .Ks no 
longer KloneH mK-ing seen her drK. her vo.E he hKd buicwlV 
snKtched 1ee-e froq the other dogsH me .Ks no. crouched 
do.n Knd holding 1ee-e tightlV KgKinst hiqselfE using hiq Ks 
K qeKt shieldH

mer eVes gre. .ide .ith furV Ks she stKred do.n the veKst 
thKt .Ks peering froq Must out vehind 1ee-eH 1ee-e hiqself 
didnSt loow KfrKidE vut qore .orried thKt OenK .ouldnSt tKwe 
the shot vecKuse of hiqH

7Li-e upE sheAelfBC kKrwKthi screKqed froq vehind 1ee-eH 
79 wno. .hKt dKqKge Vou cKn do .ith thKt vo.E Knd Vou 
.ouldnSt .Knt this hKlying to dieE no. .ould Vou3C

OenKSs angers t.itched on the vo.stringH The vest she 
could do froq this Kngle .Ks shoot hiq in the shoulder Ks he 
.Ks quch vroKder thKn 1ee-eH The shot deanitelV .ouldnSt 
tKwe hiq outH

78hKt do Vou .Knt3C she spKt Kt hiq KngrilVH Nhe could see 
1ee-e slo.lV shKwing his heKdE signKling her not to vKrgKinH
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79 .Knt Vou to tKwe Vour huqKn lo-er hereE Knd leK-e these 
.oodsH Lo vKcw hoqeH 5e-er returnH This qountKinE Knd 
soon this entire lKndE velongs to qeEC he snKrledH

7?ust shoot hiqE OenKBC 1ee-e Velled Kt herH 7:rop us vothBC
Nhe could heKr the snKrling of the sqKller dogs Ks theV slo.lV 

shrunw their circle Kround theqH TheV .ere cult Knd TKhlKri 
:Krw muqKns KliweE Kll turned Knd set to KttKcw her if she 
hesitKted quch longerH I-en if kKrwKthi willed 1ee-e Knd she 
got K good shot inE these dogs .ould still will her on the spotH 
Nhe couldnSt let the cult sur-i-e thisH

Nhe spowe in tonguesH 9t vegKn Ks K .hisperE vut buicwlV 
gre. louderH kKrwKthiSs eVes .idened Ks he sK. her vo. light 
up .ith qKgicH The tip of the Krro. glo.ed vright Vello.E Knd 
to her surpriseE glo.ing runes .ere no. etched Klong the liqvs 
of the vo.E Kdding Vello. light to the scene to counterKct the 
purple glo. Knd Kdd po.er to her shotH

FKst kKrKwthi she could see the stKtue of NolKnK rKdiKte 
Vello. Ks .ellH Kor .hKte-er reKsonE her connection .ith this 
stKtue Kqpliaed her po.ersH Kor the arst tiqe in her lifeE OenK 
trulV felt liwe NolKnK .Ks .ith herH

79Sll vlo. us Kll up if Vou donSt let hiq goBC she Velled Ks the 
spell anishedH The dogs stopped qo-ing inE KfrKid of the glo. 
thKt rKdiKted froq her .eKponH kKrwKthiSs eVes .ere dKrting 
KroundE .eighing his optionsH I-en if his dogs willed OenK no.E 
the vo. .ould drop Knd liwelV eUplodeE regKrdlessH
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7:o itBC Velled 1ee-e Ks kKrwKthi .Klwed vKcw.KrdsH me .Ks 
slo.lV inching his .KV to.Krds the stKtueE Kiqing to Muqp 
vehind it Knd runH

1ee-e locwed eVes .ith herE the desperKtion set in his gKzeH 
Nhe stKred hKrd into his deep vlue eVesE seeing the future theV 
hKd together thKt ne-er could veE Knd thKt ne-er could hK-e 
veen since the veginningH

7This is Vour fKteE OenKBC he cKlled to herE struggling hKrd 
KgKinst kKrwKthiSs holdH 7TKwe the shotBC

TheV .ere no. vV the stKtue of  NolKnKE  Knd kKrwKthi 
reKched up .ith his qKssi-e pK.s to.Krds 1ee-eSs chin Knd 
the top of his heKdH 1ee-e contorted his fKce Kt the KssKultH 
FKnicwedE OenK let loose her Krro.H The golden light streKqed 
Kcross the diq purple dKrwness Knd right to.Krds her tKrgetH

mer life yKshed vefore her eVes Ks she wne. the eUplosion 
.ould will  theq KllH  ’s the Vello. light cut through the 
purple glo. of the vKsinE she sK. her qother thKt she .ould 
ne-er get to sKV goodvVe toH mer vrothersE .ho .ould qiss 
her cKqKrKderieH mer fKtherSs disKppointqent Kt her fKilure 
tonightH ’nd her sisterH mer sisterE .ho hKd K full life vecKuse 
she hKd sKcriaced so quch of her o.n life to sK-e herH

This lKst thought vrought K sqile to OenKSs fKceE Knd she 
.Ktched Ks the Krro. sKnw into kKrwKthiSs shoulderH Nhe 
dropped her vo.E Knd it fellE Ks if in slo. qotionE Ks the 
Krro. eUploded in K  vKll  of  light  Knd vegKn its  out.Krd 
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qotion to consuqe e-erVthing Kround itH OenK cKught one 
lKst loow Kt 1ee-eH Nhe could see pKin etched on his fKce Ks he 
sbuinted KgKinst the light Knd the vrief yicwer of pKin froq 
the eUplosionH Nhe sK. in his eVes the pKin of not li-ing to see 
.hether the countrV .ould ve unitedE or .ould fKll during K 
ci-il .KrH To see if his fKqilV .ould ve owKV .ithout hiqH 

ThenE he dissol-ed into the lightH
The sphere of energV .Ks -Kporizing e-erVthing in its pKthE 

Knd though it seeqed slo. to herE she wne. she couldnSt run 
K.KV froq the incoqing dKngerH Nhe wne. she didnSt .Knt 
toH mer vo. hit the ground .ith K splKsh vV her feetE Knd she 
dropped her Krqs to her sideE pKlqs outE reKdV to eqvrKce her 
end Ks 1ee-e hKdH

:ogs -Kporized in front of herH Nhe closed her eVesE vrKcing 
for the iqpKctH 9t .Ks then thKt she felt K tingle run up her 
KrqsH Nhe hKd eUpected it to vurn qoreE vut then she reKlized 
it .KsnSt the eUplosion thKt .Ks tKwing herH

Yoth Krqs shot up in the Kir KgKinst her .illH 2onfusedE 
she tried to put theq vKcw do.nE vut theV hung in the Kir Ks 
her o.n sphere of light erupted froq her hKndsH Noqeho.E 
through the eUplosionE she could see the stKtue of NolKnK 
t.inwle to lifeE feeding her po.er Knd her KutoqKtic reKction 
to shield herself froq dKngerH

75oBC she Velled Ks the shield sprung up Kround herH The 
eUplosion pushed KgKinst  her  shieldE  Knd she .Ktched in 
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Knguish Ks she .Ks sK-edE Knd e-erVthing else Kround -Kporized 
vefore her eVesH

mer eVes .ere .ide .ith horrorH Nhe didnSt deser-e to li-eH 
5ot Kfter the sKcriace :Kreth hKd qKde for herH 5ot .ithout 
1ee-eH Nhe deser-ed to die .ith theqH To end Kll of this cleKnlVH 
Nhe hKd to die .ith theqH

Tiqe sped upE Knd the eUplosion rKn its courseH OenK found 
herself stKnding Klone in the qiddle of the shKllo. .Kter vKsinH 
The .Kter no longer glo.ed purpleE the onlV light coqing 
froq her KccidentKl shieldH I-en the stKtue of NolKnK .Ks goneH 
NuddenlVE her shield died outE leK-ing her stKring out into the 
pitchAvlKcw .oodsH ’ll she could do .Ks screKq into the -oidE 
vut no one else vut her .Ks left to heKr itH 

’s her screKq of Knguish e-entuKllV diedE there .Ks onlV 
silenceH Noqeho.E thKt .Ks e-en .orse thKn the screKqH



CHAPTER T  EWTN

Bury and Build

S he didn’t know how long she stood there in the darkness. 
Time had ceased to exist.

Was this the same darkness Reeve was experiencing right 
now? Was he with Solana?

She wasn’t even sure where she should go. Should she 
go tell the Kroll family what had happened? Maybe it was 
appropriate to give Dareth a proper burial? Perhaps it just 
made the most sense to leave and tell her father what had 
happened. He could send an oFcial report back to Mt. “luore 
so they knew what happened. She wasn’t sure she could face 
them after what had happened anyway.

B,ury and build”L said a voice in the darkness.
Gena’s eyes were adjusting to the darkness by now” but she 

saw no movement in the clearing. Uiven the words” she knew 
no one was there” but that she was being spoken to from 
beyond once again.



,YRA NID ,Y2GD 09;

BWhat does that mean?L she asked the darkness desperately.
N faint light began glowing in the distance. She could see it 

was at the center of where the shrine had just stood before she 
had obliterated it with her magic arrow.

The voice remained calm as it explained. She could tell now 
that the voice was coming from the light. B,ury what is left 
of this cult of ,aladan. ,uild a temple to me where light now 
shines.L

,ury the cult? She glanced around in the dim light and saw a 
few remnants of the dogs that had now transformed back into 
men since they had diedz both cult and Tahlari alike.

Nnd to build a temple? She couldn’t even piece together a 
small statue. B2 think you have the wrong elf”L she said. BMy 
power isn’t what you think it is.L She reali:ed after she said it” 
it sounded dumb” because Solana would know everything.

BAour power is exactly what 2 think it isz it’s just not what 
you think it is”L said the voice calmly. BAour power is strong 
with me here. ,uild a golden altar here in the middle” topped 
with a basin for water” as was here before. Surround it with 
a temple that reaches the heavens” and rooms for people to 
gather. Make a dungeon for my enemies and those who do 
wrong to my people. Nnd hanging from the ceiling” make a 
statue in my image. Garge and grand” to protect those in harm’s 
way. ,ury and build for me.L

Seriously? What was the fascination with building statues?
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B2 understand”L she answered. B,ut where can 2 get enough 
material to build such a large temple?L

The night was silent. She waited” but there was no answer.
B®kay”L she said” approaching the small ball of light where 

the shrine had been. She placed her hands in the light” and 
she could feel the power of Solana’s Gight course through her. 
BSolana” give me the power to do your will”L she prayed.

N warm feeling coursed through her” and she knew she 
could now do what needed to be done. Without a shovel” she 
began removing the earth where the stone basin and the shrine 
had sat. She set aside the shattered rock from these that would 
help to make the temple.

When the hole was big enough” she gathered the cult” as well 
as the unfortunate Tahlari men” and laid them all to rest.

She thought about those that were buried in the rock by the 
qirmorph pool in the mountains and reali:ed that they were 
already buried in their own graves. Poor Dareth and the other 
scout dwarves” along with the cult and Tahlari down in the 
dungeons of qairtross” were another matter she’d have to deal 
with later.

Then she thought about Reeve and Karkathi. There was 
nothing remaining of them to bury as they were at the center 
of the blast. She felt a pang of guilt at still being alive. The last 
she saw of Reeve” it looked like Karkathi was about to snap his 
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neck” and he likely would have died anyway. She would never 
know if this were true.

“eeling there was no one left that needed burying from the 
clearing” she -lled in the area with the dirt she had removed” 
completing the -rst of Solana’s wishes of her. BGet me know if 
2’m not doing something right”L she said to the darkness” but 
no one answered.

BRight then”L she said as she stalked o3 into the woods in 
search of stone for the temple.

The only thing that she thought would work would be to 
strip the remains of the old qairtross ruin of its stone. The 
foundation still held plenty of stone where it outlined the 
kingdom that her father had destroyed. She imagined that over 
the years most of the other rubble had been stripped by the 
dwarves and others” but there was plenty there for her to use.

Ysing her magic” she ripped huge chunks of stone from 
the ground and easily moved them back to her construction 
site. The magic in her never seemed to fade” and she began to 
wonder if Solana had healed her ailments. Oven as the temple 
rose” she felt strong with The Gight” and didn’t want the feeling 
to end.

Ns dawn broke” she found herself back at the entrance to 
the dungeons where Dareth and the other dwarves’ bodies 
were. N tear fell” and she reali:ed she couldn’t bear to relocate 
their tomb. 2nstead” she said a silent prayer and covered both 
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entrances to the dungeons with rubble” and then layers of dirt. 
Urass and plants would eventually grow there and cover up 
their death with new life.

Iight turned to day” and then night again as she worked 
diligently on the temple. The circular atrium formed around 
her” and the tower began to rise. Her magic easily carved the 
stone perfectly smooth” except where she deemed necessary to 
carve a decorative Jourish.

Rooms were added to the upper levels as instructed” and 
impossibly smooth and intricate stairs led to each new level 
that wrapped around the main chamber. Oven the dungeons 
were ex4uisitely polished” with a large landing between Joors 
where a guard could sit on duty” though Gena had no idea who 
would even use this temple in the middle of the forest.

Ns she put together the impossibly colossal statue of Solana 
that she decided would hang from the ceiling and reach down 
to those worshipping as the shrine had done” she tried to use 
the stone she’d set aside from the old shrine and basin. 2t only 
seemed -tting that this material made up the bulk of what was 
essentially a new shrine dedicated to the god.

Through her magic” she made his robes a beautiful golden 
color trimmed in sapphire5blue. ®n the ceiling” she painted a 
scene of the heavens to appear as if Solana was coming down 
from the sky to greet worshippers.
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Ns  she  -nished  the  temple”  she  looked  around  with 
satisfaction at her work” until she noticed the dim light that 
was  still  in  the  middle  of  the  atrium where  the  original 
shrine had been. Solana’s presence was still there” and still 
silent. 2t took her a moment to reali:e that she had forgotten 
somethingE the golden altar that was promised.

Nlthough the light remained silent and didn’t speak further 
to her” she could feel she knew what Solana’s plan was for her 
to get the gold needed to build the new altar.

B2 have to go tell them”L she said out loud in the empty 
temple” lowering her head and trembling.

Gena found herself outside the large oak doors once again. This 
time” however” there were no loud” booming voices arguing 
from the other side. 6ust silence as the guards opened the door 
for her to enter.

King Olric sat alone at the council table at the opposite side 
of the room” hands folded in front of his face. Gena noticed his 
eyes were glistening as if he had been weeping.

BMy guards tell me you’ve come alone” and unfortunately 
my own eyes con-rm this is true”L he said. She could see the 
tears welling in his eyes once again.
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Nll  she  could  do  was  nod”  her  chin  trembling  as  she 
unsuccessfully tried to hold back tears. Her mind wouldn’t let 
her speak as she was so overcome with a Jood of sadness at the 
king’s pain.

Seeing she was distraught” Olric rose from his chair and made 
his way 4uickly over to her” wrapping his arms around her in 
a hug. She leaned into him and broke down” feeling tears from 
the king hit her shoulder.

BHe gave everything to save his family... both of his families”L 
she managed to say after a time. BReeve... Kael... he sacri-ced 
everything.L

Olric nodded” understanding that she knew of Reeve’s true 
origins. BHis sacri-ce will not be in vain” Gena. We will work 
harder than ever to protect the Tahalri and bring this land 
together in peace” in Reeve’s name.L

Nfter more silence” the king spoke again. BAou’ve done well” 
Gena. 2t may not seem like it now” but you and your magic have 
done extraordinary good here. 2f there is anything 2 can do to 
repay you for your bravery and sacri-ce” please name it.L

Gena wiped away her tears and stepped back to face him. 
BThere’s nothing 2 could ever ask of you after the losses you’ve 
su3ered” Aour Highness.L

He nodded in response.
BSolana” on the other hand” has a re4uest you may be of help 

with”L she added.
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Gena took one last look around the interior of the temple she 
had built for Solana. 2t was grand work” though she still wasn’t 
sure who it was really meant for. She resolved that she might 
never -nd out the god’s intention behind her building it.

2n the center now stood the altar that he had re4uested. N 
magni-cent gold pillar topped with a basin for holy water. The 
base had ornate carvings of vines and Jowers along the base. 
The gold from King Olric was gladly given and now served as 
the central altar of this magni-cent temple.

Glosing the large wooden doors behind her” she walked 
o3 into the woods without looking back at her creation” a 
specially selected stone tucked under her arm.

She walked in silence until  the temple was completely 
obscured by the trees. With her free hand” she ran her -ngers 
nervously along the silk string of her bow” which was slung 
across her back. She wasn’t good with things like this” but it 
just felt like the right thing to do.

She 4uickly dug a little inlet in the dirt to set the large stone. 
Ns she called her magic forth” she felt herself growing weaker. 
Solana had -nally decided her work was nearing its end” and 
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was relin4uishing her of the extra power he had bestowed 
upon her.

With the last of her strength” she etched into the stone.

Rest in Peace R.E.
‘Bridge of the People’

Noble. Tahlari.
Friend.

She sat down next to the stone on the ground” completely 
drained” her magical vibrancy dwindled from a roaring Jame 
to a tiny spark. Io tears came this time” just the dead silence 
pressing in around her as she sat next to the memorial of 
Reeve. Ulancing at her arm that had been cut in the mines” she 
pulled the piece of Reeve’s blue tunic free from her wound and 
clenched it tightly in her hands. She had hardly known him” 
but somehow she still missed him deeply. She wasn’t even sure 
what the feeling was” only that it was empty.

BWas  this  what  fate  had  intended?L  she  asked  the 
surrounding darkness. BWas this all you had planned for me” 
Solana?L Still” there was no answer. She picked some grass from 
the ground and tossed it towards the stone” watching it Jutter 
down to the ground” weightless and without purpose” much 
as she felt now.



Epilogue

H ome had never been the same to her after that mission. 
Her father had welcomed her back with open arms 

and congratulations on her mission, but he had become a little 
colder to her after he’d heard word that the Kroll family had 
lost many family members and soldiers in the struggle.

It wasn’t as clean a job as he had done with Vairtross, and 
she knew that he secretly wondered if the death had damaged 
their relationship with the Kroll family.

Her classmates, on the other hand, were very impressed that 
she had taken on such a daring mission. Her father had likely 
spread word about it to give her better standing at the academy, 
and she enjoyed a brief reprieve of people not being completely 
awful towards her as the rumor spread. It was a short-lived 
win, however, when her weak magic again made her the joke 
of the school for the rest of her time there. They all assumed 
the story had been embellished based on her ongoing weak 
performance.
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Moryan, her betrothed, was happy to see her back, but he 
could see that she was a changed elf. It was he who broke oZ 
their engagement, much to her father’s chagrin, but Lena was 
always grateful to Moryan for taking the heat on their breakup, 
and for never telling her father about her vision.

As for all of xaroft, civil war eventually broke out, and much 
blood was lost as the kingdoms fought. It was a long, bloody 
war that took place over the course of a century, Bnally ending 
when the Kroll family stepped in and brokered the peace they 
had so longed for. So grateful were the kingdoms that they 
all agreed unanimously to rename the land after the family’s 
newly adopted surname: Evania.

Lena eventually left her home kingdom of xelira after her 
mother had her ePiled. She wasn’t entirely sure, but she felt 
that her mother was being corrupted by the same darkness that 
had made her father eventually fall to 9aladan’s teachings. The 
vision Solana had given her father years prior had driven him 
insane, and he slowly abandoned The Light.

Now, almost two-thousand years old, Lena was venturing 
back out into the world again, this time to stay. She had 
traveled little in her time, too afraid of what horrors awaited 
her in the world. 9ecause of this, her soul told her there was 
only one place she could really go in her ePile.

The pine forest brought a rush of memories back to her, 
and she pulled her lavender hood down oZ her graying head 
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to enjoy the forest breeWe and the smells that were familiar, and 
yet somehow so distant.

She had no idea what to ePpect of the forest surrounding the 
mountains as she had been away for the span of a few doWen 
human lifetimes. The Evania family had passed through many 
generations since Reeve, his name now only a memory in a 
book somewhere still in the mountain. If any of the Evania 
family knew his name from history, it didn’t matter anymore. 
The entire Evania family had been wiped out by a tyrannical 
emperor who now ruled inside the mountain. It was partly for 
this reason that she felt something calling her here.

qutting through the woods, she could see the outline of 
her temple through the trees. A small smile crept onto her 
face as she saw it. Her creation had stood the test of time. To 
her surprise as she drew nearer, other buildings popped up 
through the trees, though none nearly as tall as her temple.

9reaking through into what used to be a clearing, Lena 
saw that a small town now stood there. There was nothing 
spectacular about the town other than its temple. The houses 
and businesses were modest in siWe and design. The ePistence 
of the town now made sense of the potato farms she had seen 
on the way here.

0alking through a few rows of houses, she found that an 
enormous s‘uare was centered in the town, her temple the 
focal point of it all. The cobblestone s‘uare was Blled with all 
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types of vendors selling their wares. zeople bustled about, busy 
trading their goods.

On the opposite side of the s‘uare, she caught sight of a 
tavern. It looked newly built, and had a sign hung out front 
that read !Tobi’s Tavern’. Outside the tavern she saw a young 
dwarf sternly talking to a dark-skinned girl, and the girl ran oZ 
to fetch whatever he had asked for.

A half-smile crept to her lips. All of this was here because of 
her, because of what she had built. It was surreal to see how it 
had all come together, but apparently this had been Solana’s 
vision all along.

Not even stopping to check out her temple, Lena headed 
through town to the one place on her mind that she absolutely 
wanted to visit. The houses thinned out again until just one 
small cottage rested near the edge of where the woods picked 
up again.

Outside the cottage, a middle-aged man sat by a Bre. On the 
Bre she could see he had all manner of plants spread out on a 
griddle, being dried out.

0hen the man caught sight of her approaching, his face lit 
up. ”0elcome, stranger@ Not too often do we get to see elves 
around these parts@A he laughed as he scratched his long nose. 
His facial features reminded Lena a bit of a goblin.
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”It’s been a long time since I’ve traveled around these parts,A 
she said. ”It’s good to be back. I’m looking for a new place to 
settle.A

The man smiled at her. ”Graeton is as good a place as any@ 
zlenty of open houses in town as the Emperor’s last raiding 
party unfortunately created some vacancies.A He scoZed at his 
own mention of the emperor.

”Thank you,A she said, ”but I prefer to live in the woods.A
”Hmm. No houses available there,A said the man.
Lena laughed. ”I’m good with building,A she said, waving to 

him as she made her way past his house and back into the pine 
trees on the other side.

The trees grew thicker again, and it wasn’t long until she 
had found the spot where she would build her new home. She 
recogniWed it because, beyond all belief and all reason, there in 
the ground still stood the stone, her memorial to Reeve, the 
man who truly was the best of the Krollians and the Tahlari. 
Time had aged the stone, and the words were barely legible, 
but it was there all the same.

She sat nePt to the stone as she had done all those years 
ago, but this time the emptiness was gone. This time, she felt 
something stir within her, and a smile reached her lips.

”I’m Bnally home,A she said, running her hand along the silk 
string of her bow that was dutifully strapped to her back. She 
was home, and in her heart she knew it was true.
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