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				To Will.
			

			
				I still haven’t figured out what this whole life thing is about, and at this point I am beginning to doubt that I ever will. I can, however, tell you exactly what this book is about. Brothers. Maybe there’s some overlap there.
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				When the minstrels sing their songs of war, they sing of honor. When the storytellers speak of foreign fields, they recount golden trumpets sounding in victory. When the actors perform jaunts of battle, they do so with joyful fervor.
			

			
				To them, killing is loud.
			

			
				They have not seen soldiers chewed up and spit out in piles of flesh and blood for nameless kings. When the charge is done and the land gives rise to stillness, they have not felt its weight. They sing their songs. They spin their tales. But they do not speak on the truth of it. War is understood only by those who have lived it.
			

			
				No bard here will sing songs of the silence of killing.
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				Prologue:
			

			
				The Weight of War
			

			
				 
			

			
				Soldiers do not die beautifully. Varrow’s were no different. Garrisons of men and women had been crushed like spiders, their limp corpses twisting as they were pressed into the mud. In the cold, they stiffened. Cloaks became banners—sigils held upright by jagged limbs. The King of Thume watched his colors thrash in the gathering storm. His eyes clung to the tattered green fabric.
			

			
				Two weeks prior, King Varrow Valdarian had arrived at Misthold with fifteen thousand of Thume’s finest soldiers. They had fought tooth and nail for this small swath of mud, and now, four thousand of them lay buried in it. Queen Marcella of West Bank had lost many more.
			

			
				Varrow found no comfort in that small victory.
			

			
				What remained of the two armies, made savage by blood and water, faced each other in complete silence. Only the harsh tinkering of rain on metal penetrated the hush. Their armor sang songs as it fell. Above, the harvest moon broke periodically from the clouds to paint the field in all its shades of silver, and Varrow stood alone, twenty paces ahead of his ranks in the storm. Queen Marcella stood the same.
			

			
				Varrow turned his weary eyes from her. From the field. From the dead. He cast his gaze upward to the pale moon and thought for a moment that he should pray. But the time for the Gods had passed. 
			

			
				No longer will I lead the children of Thume to their end, Varrow asserted to himself instead. He had decided that morning to settle this war in the ways of old. Talüm thanas. A duel.
			

			
				To the death.
			

			
				His, or Marcella’s, he knew it mattered not. Tonight, the war would end.
			

			
				Behind Varrow, a single soldier began to beat their weapon against their shield like a drum. Then another. Others bounced their spears against the wet soil. Some smashed steel gauntlets together. The sound spread like waves in the great sea, until even Marcella’s army had joined in.
			

			
				Both of us, united at last. Varrow almost smiled. He closed his eyes and let the pulsing rain wash over him. Somewhere, so far away it seemed, the beating of the steel sounded as if it called to him in a familiar voice. As if it called him home.
			

			
				Thume. Thume. Thume.
			

			
				The king opened his eyes, wrapped his gnarled fingers around the hilt of his sword, and thrust the amber blade into the air. Gyldor, the Sword of Kings. Forged from the fires of the great aranor, it had felled far worse beasts than the Queen of West Bank.
			

			
				His soldiers cheered.
			

			
				Marcella seemed unmoved by the display. She swayed like a reed in the cyclic wind across from him. Sharp. Severe. A crane of a woman. Varrow neared fifty, and though she looked younger, he knew the half-elf to be twice his senior.
			

			
				Her bronze eyes studied the spaces between them, darting to and fro. He wondered if she was looking for footholds or traps. He knew she would find neither. She ignited with intensity as he watched. Ripping her thin sword from its leather sheath, Marcella split the rain above her.
			

			
				Thume. Thume. Thume.
			

			
				Varrow took off, walking forward with long strides. The soft ground vibrated beneath his feet. He did what he could to still his racing heart, but it was a losing battle. 
			

			
				The rain had washed the king clean, and the white stag of Thume shone pearlescent on his wide chest. With each step, his boots sank into the wet mud. The armor he wore protected him. But it was heavy.
			

			
				He was heavy.
			

			
				As Queen Marcella matched his stride, she suffered not the same inadequacies. A cloak of dark purple hung soaking from her shoulders. She unclasped it and let it fall. The three-headed silver serpent on its surface coiled in the wind. Dark leather bound her body. Her feet did not sink.
			

			
				Varrow marked her advantage in his head. 
			

			
				When Marcella was close enough that he could see the steam from her nostrils, the king found he could wait no longer. His fingers twitched on the hilt of Gyldor. His eyes narrowed. His throat closed in anticipation. Varrow broke from his walk, rushing forward and closing the space between them with calculated precision. He avoided the soft ground in favor of rock and what little grass remained. The ferocity of his advance left Marcella without time to react. Gyldor rushed down to meet the base of her neck.
			

			
				The leather straps of the queen’s armor squealed. She bent at the waist, ducking below Varrow’s swing by only a hair. The king’s breath grew faster. His shoulders screamed as he ripped the large sword from its descent. Hastily, she put distance between them. 
			

			
				She’s fast… Varrow hid a smile and furrowed his brow. But this was a test, he reminded himself. Nothing more. 
			

			
				He had swung Gyldor with no intention to kill. Not yet. He wished only to assess the prowess of the swordsman he had yet to face.
			

			
				Her speed. Her reactivity. Her movement. How simple it would be had she succumbed to the first blow. But now Varrow knew. Queen Marcella of West Bank was faster than him.
			

			
				The King and the Queen began to circle one another again. The pounding of the soldiers grew.
			

			
				Thume. Thume. Thume, it seemed to whisper again to Varrow. Thume, he thought. Home… 
			

			
				Elena…
			

			
				Marcella was fast, yes, but with her back to the wall she favored a dodge. A stronger opponent would’ve found it easier to raise their sword and block his advance. That was her weakness. That was his chance. Varrow knew that a heavy enough swing with Gyldor would break her guard, if only he made it so that she was unable to flee. To dodge. To duck. 
			

			
				He would need to corner her.
			

			
				The Queen stopped her circling. She squared her lithe body and centered her blade in defiance, as if she had heard his ever thought. Then she lowered the sword. Pointed its cruel tip towards Varrow.
			

			
				This time, it would be her ground to steal.
			

			
				The half-elf bolted forward, her sword carving a straight path to his broad chest. Varrow flicked Gyldor upwards. He caught her blade and sent it skewing to the left in a hail of bright sparks. It happened in a fraction of a second. She left herself unguarded. 
			

			
				Varrow took a step to his right while she recovered.
			

			
				This is it. End it. He commanded himself. End it!
			

			
				Gyldor screamed towards her exposed shoulder with all the force he could muster. The blow would’ve been enough to cleave her frame in two—to butcher a wild horse.
			

			
				But Varrow’s sword stopped. Froze midair. The queen’s guard was open, and then it wasn’t. Marcella caught Gyldor with her own sword, and to Varrow’s surprise she did not falter. No. She pushed against him. Broke their lock. His feet were sent sliding backwards in the mud. 
			

			
				She is faster than me, he grit his teeth, and she is stronger.
			

			
				Varrow spun Gyldor and allowed the tired expression that he had carried thus far to fall from his face. His green eyes sparkled. Marcella was more than he had anticipated, and she had been testing him too.
			

			
				The King’s thick brows stretched upwards like the wings of some great hawk, meeting his long black hair at the corners of his temples. His tanned skin bore few wrinkles and a short graying beard clung to his strong jaw. He scratched at it now. 
			

			
				For the first time since the war began, Varrow allowed a wide smile to stretch across his lips and crinkle the corners of his eyes. Laughter rose heartily from his belly. It spewed out from behind his bared teeth, echoing across the battlefield. 
			

			
				Now, the real fight would begin.
			

			
				Thume. Varrow moved. Thume. Marcella followed. Thume. The two pushed and pulled against each other in the rain like oil on water, destined to touch but never to merge. Gyldor raged across the dark sky with such swift precision that its amber glow could have been mistaken for the wretched claw of its namesake. 
			

			
				Marcella was quick to counter, dodge, and block every blow thrown her way. The pair swung against each other until they stood heaving and panting like dogs on a hunt, a thin wisp of steam rising from the king’s sweat soaked head.
			

			
				Never had he met a fighter whom he could call his equal, until now. Varrow clenched his jaw. No attack went unnoticed by her, no ploy cracked her defenses, and no amount of strength seemed too much for her to manage.
			

			
				Varrow’s smile stretched even farther. He couldn’t help it. “You remind me of my daughter,” he declared, gasping between his heavy breaths. His voice carried his years alongside each word. Deep and rich. Varrow was a man who had seen much, and when he spoke, people listened.
			

			
				The king thought of Elena now. He wondered what she was doing. What she was thinking. If she was training with Kairn. Perhaps she would be better than him, when finally, he returned. 
			

			
				Varrow smiled. “She too is quick to remind me of my age during our spars,” he added. “Though, I would not say she is yet your equal.” He took in a large breath. “You are strong, and quick, but you put too much strain on your left foot.” Varrow’s knees and shoulders ached, and he used his words to hide the fact that he was fighting for air. 
			

			
				At the present, neither of them bore injury aside from small bumps and bruises. He had forgotten the circumstances of their fight, temporarily. 
			

			
				He was reminded by the soldiers around them.
			

			
				Thume. Thume. Thume.
			

			
				Marcella raised her off-hand at her waist, as if to stop him from speaking. A pang of guilt ricocheted through his chest, cutting into his heart, burning at his lungs. 
			

			
				This was not the time for lighthearted conversation. They were not in the training grounds back home. There was only one way that this ended. Varrow shook his head and allowed a small sigh to escape. He hauled Gyldor up from the dirt. “Were the world kinder–” he started.
			

			
				But he was cut short. A single palm-sized arrow whipped through the air between them and buried itself in his throat. 
			

			
				Varrow’s eyes widened. The small crossbow flashed in Marcella’s right fist. He had held off until now on the grounds of honor, but he found himself reaching instinctually for his magic—for the crown. But it was too late. 
			

			
				A small flash of comfort rose in his chest. The crown was hundreds of miles away, heading to Elena.
			

			
				Marcella must not find it. She cannot.
			

			
				Varrow crumpled forward like an emptied bag of grain. His body collapsed face down into the quivering mud at his feet. He no longer had control. His heart beat faster. 
			

			
				For a brief second, the sickening sound of gurgling filled the air, and bright blood pushed outward from the walnut sized hole in his throat. It pooled around him as his once capable arms flailed aimlessly at his sides. Then, with one final shaky wheeze, it stopped. King Varrow Valdarian went still. 
			

			
				One last time, the beating of the steel called him home.
			

			
				Thume. Thume. Thume.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 1:
			

			
				The Horse and the Rider
			

			
				 
			

			
				Earlier that day, and nearly four hundred miles away, Aetrius Cerithan rode towards Stonehorn with his right hand wrapped tightly around the hilt of his longsword, and his left wedged deep in his pocket, cradling the names of the dead.
			

			
				Autumn had followed the young soldier down from the peaks of the Red Ridge. Like a loyal hound, its senescent trees and brittle winds kept always just behind. So too did the morning frost, which had long since begun to overstay its welcome. Save for today. Today, as the tall red-stone walls came into view, it pressed close. Aetrius could feel its bitter touch, and so he was forced to keep his frame hidden—shrouded in a worn green cloak that continued on, draping over the rear of his horse, Ílmur.
			

			
				The king’s colors.
			

			
				The soldier tensed his sword hand nervously as he approached the sprawling city.
			

			
				In.
			

			
				Out.
			

			
				Well-worn leather creaked. He breathed alongside the rhythmic contractions. A stillness rose in the air that brushed against his skin—one that he had come to know all too well.
			

			
				A fight was brewing.
			

			
				Ten city guards framed the thin dirt road where it met the gates ahead. Five to each side. A handful more looked down from their perches atop the towering redstone walls. 
			

			
				Plain armor. Black cloaks. Cheap weapons. Passers, Aetrius thought, grimacing to himself. Folk that missed the war and got stuck behind.
			

			
				They were always the same, passers. Too old. Too young. Too injured. They always had something to prove. But these ones were different. Aetrius could see it in the way they stood. Proud. Far too proud for passers.
			

			
				Aetrius rode closer, and a single guard stepped forward from the small garrison to assume control of the others.
			

			
				The passer was a stocky and muscular little thing. Balding at the top of his head, a gray ring formed a crown at its edges. In his left hand, the guard held a spear upright like a crude walking stick. His right was missing. Cut from the elbow. He barred the path forward with his wide body, and Aetrius’ fingers twitched against his sword.
			

			
				In.
			

			
				Out.
			

			
				‘The only thing more dangerous than a prideful man is a fearful one.’ Aetrius reminded himself. His mother had told him that once when he was younger, and he never forgot it. He would give them no reason to jump to arms. Not yet.
			

			
				“The punishment for desertion is death,” the man announced boldly.
			

			
				Aetrius shook off the insult. He slowed Ílmur to a stop twenty paces in front of the passer, parted his cloak, and removed his hood. The morning light found the worn steel of his breastplate, and the guard faltered, shifting uncomfortably on his heels.
			

			
				“Even for a Shadestalker,” he added more solemnly.
			

			
				“I come on orders,” Aetrius responded. He was young at twenty-six, but the worry lines that netted his brow, and the heavy bags beneath his green eyes, allowed him to pass for an older man when he wished to. Dark hair fell in soft waves against his narrow shoulders.
			

			
				“What orders, boy? War’s back that way.” The guard motioned with his spear and chuckled. A few of his men joined in.
			

			
				Aetrius inspected the archers atop the wall as he spoke. Then those who lined the road. They were all his age. They all seemed well.
			

			
				“The fighting slows for the season. I was sent before the mountain passes close with snow.” Aetrius removed his left hand from his pocket.
			

			
				Immediately, the guards lining the path ripped their swords from their sheaths. Bowstrings whined as the archers above notched their arrows. All eyes held on him.
			

			
				Aetrius froze.
			

			
				Easy, he told himself taking a deep breath. Easy. 
			

			
				Slowly, he raised his right hand, palm held open, hoping to display his intent. Then he proceeded more slowly, producing the thick scroll from his pocket with his left. “I carry the names of this year’s dead.”
			

			
				The man motioned downward with his bad arm, as if to say, ‘lower your weapons,’ to the others. 
			

			
				They did. 
			

			
				Though Aetrius noticed their reluctancy.
			

			
				“And why the fuck would they send a Shadestalker to do the job of messenger?” the passer asked.
			

			
				“Orders come from the top. I just do what I’m told,” Aetrius said. That much was true, but the guard didn’t move. Aetrius frowned and continued. “The front has been without news for weeks. Even between our posts. Messengers aren’t getting where they’re meant to. Only the birds are getting through. There’s talk of trouble in the mountains—talk of thuluk.”
			

			
				“Thuluk?” the passer scoffed, snorting air from his nose. “The fuckers live under the mountains, boy, not on ‘em.”
			

			
				Aetrius’ frustration had begun to leak tension into his body. He unclenched his jaw before he answered. “As I said, orders come from the top,” he repeated with a shrug. “Are you going to let me pass, or are you going to hang me?”
			

			
				“We have our own orders not to let soldiers in,” the man said. His knuckles whitened against his spear.
			

			
				“Strange orders.”
			

			
				“Strange times.”
			

			
				“The list is twice as long as last year.” Aetrius lowered his hand to the hilt of his sword. “I wish to see it delivered.” 
			

			
				He held his breath. The violence was supposed to be over now, he was supposed to be far away from the front. Six on the walls. He counted. Ten on the road.
			

			
				The guard held his position in stoic silence.
			

			
				Seconds stretched to minutes. Finally, with a huff and an exaggerated step off, he began to hobble towards Aetrius. He used his spear as a cane, and with each half-step the full extent of his injuries became more apparent. It was a miracle he even stood.
			

			
				Aetrius furrowed his brow. Something about the man tugged at the corners of his mind. He had seen him before. Ílmur flattened her ears when the guard drew close, and Aetrius soothed her with a brush of his hand.
			

			
				Only when the passer was close enough to see that the scroll of names had been sealed with the mark of Thume, did a jolt of recognition finally course through Aetrius. All of the tension he held dissipated along with it. His shoulders sagged. His hand fell from his sword.
			

			
				Nerath.
			

			
				Aetrius spoke to the man in a whisper that only he could hear. “They’re fresh,” he said, nodding towards the remaining guards at the gate. “Most of them, anyway. You’re putting on a show, old friend?”
			

			
				The bald man shook his head yes in recognition.
			

			
				“When did you know it was me?” Aetrius asked.
			

			
				“Soon as I saw your long pretty hair.” Nerath chuckled.
			

			
				From his position on Ílmur, Aetrius bent down and grabbed the back of the man’s head. He pulled him in for a staggered embrace, though Nerath was hardly tall enough to reach his thigh. 
			

			
				The man’s presence alone sent the rippling warmth of comfort through Aetrius. It had been well over a year since he had seen him. Since they had journeyed to the Ridge together beside Wobren.
			

			
				“Jealous fucker.” Aetrius smiled. “I thought you’d died.”
			

			
				Nerath pulled away and laughed—a single, thin wheeze that seemed to stretch forever. “Fuck,” he muttered. “No, not yet. Wish I had most days. After the charge on the Run, they sent me back here to run some damned passers and rot. ‘Captain of the West Gate’ they call me now.” He thumped his chest with his spear hand in visible indignation. “All it cost me was half an arm and a fucking foot. But look at you,” he beamed. “When last I saw you, you were horses. Now you’re a fucking Shadestalker.” He stood on his tiptoes and rapped his fist against Aetrius' chestplate where a white stag stood there, not on a field of seven stars, as was the sigil of Thume, but beneath a thin crescent moon. The paint had all but worn away. 
			

			
				Only polished steel remained.
			

			
				“And,” he added, motioning towards Ílmur with wide arms, “riding a Hímal. Fuck.”
			

			
				Taller than an average horse, and wider too, she towered over the tiny man. Her coat was chestnut brown, giving way to a speckled white near her midline, and transitioning fully at her rear. No touch of dirt intruded upon her coat, nor any knotting upon her mane. She practically glistened. Of all that Aetrius carried with him, it was evident that she was the most prized of his possessions. 
			

			
				He ran a hand along her shoulder lovingly, and she snorted, as if aware of the awe directed towards her.
			

			
				“It’s good to see you,” Aetrius said, “even if you look like shit.”
			

			
				“So do you, you rat bastard.”
			

			
				Aetrius grumbled. It was true, he realized. He wore his recent travels as patchy stubble on his cheeks and grease in his hair. These many days spent in the saddle had been unkind to him.
			

			
				“Odd bunch of passers you’ve got with you.” Aetrius returned his attention to the other guards, narrowing his eyes. He kept his voice low. “Most of them look young and strong enough to swing swords. Why are they not with us on the Ridge?”
			

			
				Nerath shook his head. “New blood. Got most of ‘em just this past week. Doing my best to set an example.” He winked and clapped Aetrius on the thigh.
			

			
				Ílmur snorted nervously.
			

			
				Nerath continued, ignoring her. “They’re rich folk’s kids—lords, ladies, traders… you know the like. Thing is, they can swing swords. Parents are probably paying to keep ‘em off the mountains!” The last part Nerath bellowed, still facing Aetrius.
			

			
				It was clear he wanted them to hear. A few did, turning their noses upward at his words. Some started whispering amongst themselves.
			

			
				Elvish, Aetrius realized at once.
			

			
				“Fuckers speak silver when they don’t want me to know what they’re talking about,” Nerath grumbled at the rising conversation.
			

			
				The only ones in Stonehorn that bothered to learn Elvish, or to teach their sons and daughters, were the merchants with enough reach to get to West Bank or beyond. He wondered who they traded with now, with West Bank as their enemy.
			

			
				“That reminds me,” Aetrius started begrudgingly. “On my way down, I couldn’t help but notice the beacon on the hilltop was unmanned. For now, we’re holding. But West Bank is resilient. You may yet wake to find them beating down upon our walls. You’d do well to send someone to man the post.”
			

			
				“We’re short on numbers, kid. I will when I am able,” Nerath responded. He looked genuine enough. “For now, the soldiers at the top will have to keep doing their jobs.”
			

			
				Aetrius had hoped not to use his position to order his old friend around, but he was not up for taking chances. “I’m not asking, Nerath. Send two of your men,” Aetrius commanded.
			

			
				Nerath’s face flashed in annoyance, and for a moment it seemed he would argue. But he softened slowly. “Griwald. Virl.” He whistled. “To the hilltop. You heard the Stalker.”
			

			
				Two men shuffled from the ranks behind him and departed reluctantly for the trail. One appeared no older than seventeen, the other was like Nerath. Grizzled and broken. He had seen the front before. He alone seemed to regard Aetrius with a tinge of admiration.
			

			
				“I always knew you’d be in charge someday,” Aetrius said with a smirk.
			

			
				“Fuck off.”
			

			
				“May I pass, Captain?”
			

			
				“Orders said no soldiers. Never said anything about Shadestalkers,” Nerath continued. “You can go. Long as you give your brother my best.” He turned and motioned for the others to step to the side, clearing a path for Aetrius and Ílmur to continue.
			

			
				Many of them looked far more disappointed than Aetrius was comfortable with.
			

			
				“Who gave the orders to bar soldiers from entering the city?” Aetrius asked.
			

			
				“Orders come from the top,” Nerath mocked. “I just do what I’m told.”
			

			
				Aetrius rolled his eyes. “I’ll see you in a few days, when I head back.” He nudged Ílmur forward and lowered his head in recognition.
			

			
				“See you then, kid.”
			

			
				It took the strength of four guards to push open the large oaken doors leading into the city. Forty feet tall, ten feet wide, and no less than six feet thick each, the two slabs of heavy wood crackled like a soon-to-die fire as they brushed against the uneven road. Long, black banners trailed from the parapets above. Stonehorn’s colors. Aetrius passed beneath them in quiet reverence, the crimson cave bear that adorning their centers stirring alongside the cool breath of the autumn morning.
			

			
				To move mountains, he recited in his head. The words set a stirring in his heart, and for the first time since catching a glimpse of his home, he felt its warm embrace.
			

			
				It was a short-lived feeling. What guards remained beside the road watched solemnly as he passed, and though Aetrius kept his eyes forward, he could not escape the scrutiny of their gaze.
			

			
				Was someone they knew on the list? A father? A mother? A son or daughter? A sister, perhaps? A brother? Aetrius tried not to think of it—tried not to think of his own brother, Toryn, coming to the square to read each list of the dead, searching for him.
			

			
				Toryn. Aetrius sighed. The name rose in his mind like the midday sun, casting light on the darkest corners. He had finally made it home, and his brother would be waiting.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 2:
			

			
				The Inked Hare
			

			
				 
			

			
				It had taken Aetrius and Ílmur nearly three weeks to get to Stonehorn from the Red Ridge—a towering line of mountains that shot from Aeolin like jagged teeth, gnashing against the northern sky. The trail back had not been well traveled before the war. Now, it had all but been abandoned. They had been alone. Truly alone.
			

			
				As the pair cut through a bustling street carved from the same red stone as the city’s towering walls, Aetrius realized just how comfortable they had grown in that solitude. He cast his cloak back around himself and stiffened in the saddle. Aetrius did not wish to draw unwanted attention. More than that, he realized, he wished desperately to have a barrier between himself and the noise. 
			

			
				It clawed at him—dug deep grooves within his bones for all the buzzing to settle, until his very frame seemed to lurch. The raised voices. The squealing carts. All of it was so loud. 
			

			
				Aetrius pulled his hood lower. Some sharper-eyed folk had taken notice of his entrance. They stole glances when they thought he wasn’t looking. Some whispered amongst each other. He led Ílmur on, hoping that the crowd would thin the farther he got from the vestibule of the city.
			

			
				Aetrius was sure—so sure, that something, anything, was out of place. His eyes darted between each building, each storefront, each street. In the time that he had been gone, he had turned the thought of home over and over within his mind as he would a jagged stone within his palm. Perhaps, like a stone, its edges had begun to smooth over, until the memory he carried no longer matched the place.
			

			
				Stonehorn had become distant. Foreign. Try as he might, he could not shake the feeling. It was not the walls. Nor was it the chiseled stone path, or the passers, or even the gate.
			

			
				It was him.
			

			
				The realization hurt more than any physical injury ever had. A great weight pulled down upon his shoulders, and he sagged defeatedly in the saddle. Ílmur tensed between his legs. She watched the churning crowd, her thick muscles rolling against him. All of his sadness was cast away, just as quickly as it came on.
			

			
				Ílmur was a war horse. She had only been exposed to such numbers during battle. Same as him. The fighting had taken its own toll on her.
			

			
				Aetrius leaned forward and ran a gentle hand along her neck. 
			

			
				“Easy, girl. You’re okay,” he crooned. “See how she shines for us?” Aetrius gestured towards the city. She followed his hand with large eyes, snorting as if to acknowledge him. “Home. My home. We’re almost done moving for some time.” he promised, removing his hand, and leaning back until he was upright again. “We’ve got a few nights rest before we head back, and a few people to see. Go on.” He gave Ílmur a gentle nudge, and she began to follow the main road to the square. 
			

			
				“You’ll be alright,” Aetrius added in a whisper, as much to her as himself. There were more important things to be done than to wallow in the vestibule of the city. He had been given orders.
			

			
				‘Bring the names to the square and hang them from the post where they can be seen. Allow your business to be known.’
			

			
				At least Orn’s shop was on the way. 
			

			
				The many large buildings that clouded the entrance of Stonehorn broke into rudimentary houses as they left the proximity of the gate. In the shadows of the walls, men, women, and children went about their daily tasks. Aetrius had all but forgotten the allure of normal life.
			

			
				There was intricacy in simplicity. Heading to the wells for water, the war of unproductive conversation, the tragedies of household gardening. Aetrius found himself caught in a trance. His mind danced between the battlefield and his home. His new life, and his old. 
			

			
				Somehow, he lived in both and neither at the same time.
			

			
				Only a wooden sign swaying gently above the threshold of a small building finally pulled him from it. A large, white hare, frozen mid-leap. All four of its paws were dripping black liquid. In the growing wind, it appeared as if it were actively running.
			

			
				The Inked Hare.
			

			
				Aetrius’ face split into a childlike grin at once. The edges of his lips stretched so high it seemed to impose on his eyesight. His favorite place in all of the city—in all of Aeolin. Not that he had traveled very far.
			

			
				It may as well have been two separate buildings. The left half of the bookshop was squat, single-storied, and squared, painted in rich mahogany. A cream-colored door took up most of its face. The right half, however, shot upwards to form a rounded tower. It loomed nearly twenty-five feet above its nearest neighbors. Long windows dotted both, and the entire structure, tower, and all, had been trimmed in the same pale wood as the door, intricately carved to depict weed-like thistle flowers.
			

			
				Aetrius hitched Ílmur as fast as he could, his hands fumbling with her reins in excitement. The stairs leading up to the door were short. He took them two at a time, leaping over the last set and composing himself on the threshold as best he could. He brushed his hair back behind his ears, kicked his boots madly against each other, then again against the stone street, careful not to track any filth inside. Then, Aetrius pushed the door open gently and stepped inside.
			

			
				An ornate rug muffled the soldier’s entrance. Dirtied by frequent foot traffic, it ran from the door to a countertop on the far side of the room. Light washed into every inch of the quiet shop. It felt more a dream than a real place—thick beams of sun sifting into each and every corner, turning small pieces of swirling dust to starlight. A few small and unoccupied wooden tables that Aetrius had never seen before were pushed against the wall to his left. Marks in the floor beneath their legs showed their transience.
			

			
				To Aetrius’ right, the shop opened into the rounded tower, and thus, the Hare’s collection of books. Short. Tall. Fat. Thin. Bound. Rolled. Runes he couldn’t read. Runes he could. There were no empty spaces on the tower’s walls. The only area without books was the large fireplace.
			

			
				Aetrius turned his head upward, the same grin still clinging to his face. The book-tower had no ceiling. Instead, the midday sun poured down through an intricate stained-glass window. A portly dwarven woman smiled down at him. Her thick brown hair coiled outward until it surrounded her, her eyes closed, and her cheeks red. In her hands she held open an unmarked book. Hundreds of multi-colored stars spewed from its pages. They traced the circumference of the round window, and in the sunlight, they showered the entire room with their rich and bright hues. Aetrius had missed it here. The dancing lights, the warm smells, the silence so thick one could chip away at it with a knife. 
			

			
				What he wouldn’t give to curl up in one of the many worn armchairs. To thumb his way through some ancient text until it was late in the evening.
			

			
				Minutes passed in silence before he noticed Orn. It was the stout dwarf’s large feet that grabbed his attention. They were propped up on the shop counter, fur lined slippers and all. Aetrius chuckled softly to himself. 
			

			
				The entirety of the counter’s face was covered in stains. Small, mismatched handprints in black ink—an honor Orn allowed to any child that learned to read under his tutelage. Aetrius eyed his own, then Toryn’s beside it. The dwarf was fast asleep. A black leatherbound book held tightly to his heart with wrinkled fingers. It rose and fell alongside his deep and rhythmic breaths. 
			

			
				A pair of small wire glasses sagged from the tip of his thick nose, ready at any moment for a swift breeze to send them tumbling through the air. Orn wore rust-colored robes, a feathered pattern adding texture to its folds. They were tied off at the waist by a thin brown rope. Aetrius smirked. He had never seen the dwarf wear anything else.
			

			
				“A dull man reads while dreaming–” Aetrius announced, ensuring he lifted his voice high enough to rouse Orn from his unintentional nap. It was a phrase he had been on the receiving end of more times than he could count.
			

			
				“–a wise one dreams while reading,” Orn’s mouth moved in a practiced response, belching the words from behind his dense beard. The dwarf’s hair was mostly white, though some gray yet toiled, refusing to be stamped out entirely with age. His eyebrows acted as a wild white cage, keeping a set of witty hazel eyes at bay. 
			

			
				Alongside a great deal of huffing and puffing, the dwarf began to stir. First, he lowered his legs. His knees popped in the silence. Then, he situated himself back into his chair. He did all of this before he opened his eyes.
			

			
				“Apologies, sir, apologies. It’s been a long day, you might be keen to know. I was up far too late last night, and far too early this morning. What can I do for–” the words were cut short as Orn’s eyes finally focused. “Aetrius?! No, no, no, it can’t be. Not like this, you –you–you–RAT!” Orn slammed his book down on the counter, yelling and grumbling all the same. Aetrius only picked up fragments of the sentences he threw at him.
			

			
				“Not…a letter…n whisper…word...’orried sick...my…” The dwarf balled his fists up and pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose just before they fell. “If I had any idea you were coming, any idea at all-” Orn paused searching for words, “-well, I-I would’ve!”
			

			
				“I missed you too, Orn.” Aetrius smiled. 
			

			
				The dwarf heaved himself from his chair noisily, dropping immediately from eye level to waist height, and began to move across the room as fast as his soft slippers could patter over the hardwood. 
			

			
				Orn tossed himself the remaining few feet and wrapped his thick arms around Aetrius. He was incredibly strong despite his stature and age, and the smell of warm cinnamon and old parchment clung to him.
			

			
				“I’m here,” Aetrius continued, “to bring back–the–books–you–lent–me.” The last of his words were pushed from him in waves as Orn squeezed the air from his lungs. His lower back cracked under the pressure of the dwarf’s arms. He took a deep breath. “Had I known I would be gone so long, I would have borrowed more.”
			

			
				“Damn the books,” Orn whispered, releasing Aetrius to dab at the corners of his eyes. “You’re here. You’re really here. How are you, my boy? Still in one piece?” He made a show of inspecting Aetrius for damage, lifting his cloak and walking circles around him.
			

			
				The evidence of the journey speckled Aetrius’ gear. His cloak had frayed at its edges, dirt caked his shabby boots, and olive thread, far brighter than the original leather, had repaired the many holes in his gloves. For the time being, it held. So did he. 
			

			
				If by the same thin thread.
			

			
				“Skinny,” Orn stated matter-of-factly. “Cuts and bruises-”
			

			
				“Orn…”
			

			
				“-boots look worn through. Who’s been sewing your gloves? You can’t-”
			

			
				“Orn!” Aetrius interrupted loudly, snapping the dwarf out of his trance.
			

			
				Orn turned up to look at him, and without thought, buried his face deep into Aetrius’ stomach, muffling his speech and wetting Aetrius’ midriff with his fast-flowing tears. “Oh, I wiss you'd nev'r left. I've beem sho orried 'bout ooo.”
			

			
				Aetrius wrapped his arms around the dwarf. “I am as well as I can be, old dog.” He laughed. “Now quit your barking. You needn’t fuss over me.”
			

			
				“I do so many things I needn’t. Fussing over you has never been one of them.” Orn pried himself from Aetrius’ stomach, eyes red and nose dripping. “Maybe I would stop if you ever kept yourself out of trouble.” His eyes perked up. “Wait. Why are you back?” He asked, whipping an off-colored handkerchief from a pocket hidden within one of the robe’s many folds. He began to dab at his tears. “It's not over, is it? I hadn’t even heard. Surely someone would’ve told me.”
			

			
				“No, Orn,” Aetrius answered slowly, “it’s not over. It’s nowhere near over. I’ve only come back for a few days.”
			

			
				“Oh. I’m sorry, son.”
			

			
				Somehow his disappointment hurt Aetrius more than his own. “Don’t be. I have orders to deliver the names of the dead. It’s a great honor.” He wasn’t sure if he was reassuring Orn or himself. “I sent Tully back months ago. I have a better horse now, and we made good time. Scraped a few extra days out of it. Still, I’ll have to return to the Ridge soon.” Aetrius noticed the dismay that seemed to grip Orn, so he pivoted the conversation. “You should see her…the horse that is. She’s a charmer. A Hímal.”
			

			
				Aetrius picked at his nails, hoping Orn would bite. It wasn’t often a horse from North Lamel made its way down to Thume. Less often it ended up in the hands of a poor man like himself, and not some rich merchant from Kingsrest.
			

			
				He tried not to think about the events that led to her being in his care.
			

			
				“You think I’m daft, boy? I see what you’re up to. Don’t try to distract me. You couldn’t pay me all the gold in Stonehorn to care about horses,” Orn said, waving him off. “It’s going poorly then, the war on the Ridge? We haven’t had news in months.”
			

			
				Aetrius frowned. How could he explain to Orn how the war was going? How horrible their losses? He thought briefly of the friends he had left behind. Therron, Wobren, and the others.
			

			
				He thought of Ryn for what felt like the hundredth time already today.
			

			
				“West Bank loses a hundred men and has two hundred more come morning,” Aetrius said solemnly “The war won’t be won on the Ridge, I’ll tell you that much. We do what we can to hold them at bay. That is all we can do. How is Toryn?” Aetrius tried again to shift the conversation. “I’ve worried about him since leaving.”
			

			
				Orn was slow to answer. “He’s alright, son. Are you?”
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“Alright?”
			

			
				“I will be.” Aetrius sighed. “I will be.”
			

			
				Orn smiled sadly before speaking again. “Toryn’s strong like you. Or trying his best to be. You worry about him too much. You were hardly older than he is now when you were set on your own. And you had him to take care of.”
			

			
				“I had you for help, Orn.”
			

			
				“So does he.” Orn clapped him on the shoulder. “Spends most of his time in my shop, but I go by the house a few times a week, just to make sure he’s safe and staying busy.” Orn’s eyebrow raised questioningly. “If you haven’t seen the boy yet, why are you wasting your time here with me?”
			

			
				“Your shop stands between me and the square. I couldn’t walk right past you on my way in. Even if you would’ve slept through it, anyway.” They both knew Aetrius would’ve come even if it was on the other side of the city. 
			

			
				“You’re scared,” Orn announced matter-of-factly. He had an awful knack for reading Aetrius better than he could read himself.
			

			
				Aetrius shifted his weight between his feet, uncertainty rising in his voice. “I’ll be by the house to see Toryn soon. I just – I need a moment to collect my thoughts. I didn’t expect to be away all this time, Orn. It feels terribly cruel of me to show up just to turn around and leave again. I’m not sure what to say to the boy.”
			

			
				“Tell him the truth, Aetrius, he’s a smart one. Probably smarter than you were at his age.”
			

			
				Aetrius rolled his eyes and smiled.
			

			
				“Don’t underestimate the boy,” Orn continued. “He’s plenty capable, and he misses you. Doesn’t say it. But I can see it. Always toying about your old reading spots…picking up the same books you did.”
			

			
				“I wouldn’t suppose a particular old bookkeeper was helping him to find them?”
			

			
				Orn smiled mischievously and released a high-pitched giggle. The kind that made it hard for Aetrius not to laugh too.
			

			
				“Don’t get mad at me, son. He was just meaning to have something to talk to you about whenever it was you got back. He really is your brother.” Orn’s voice shifted to a grumble. “Pain in my ass. Stubborn. Up to no good.” He counted on thick fingers. “Breaks things. Almost set the tower on fire.” He shook his head, sending his glasses out toward the edge of his nose again.
			

			
				“Sorry about that.” Aetrius smiled. “Thank you though, Orn,” he said, as if he had never said the words before. “Really.” He moved to extend his arm for a handshake, but thought better of it, returning his hand to rest against his hip awkwardly.
			

			
				“You don’t have to thank me, son.” Orn sighed. “And you don’t have to be so worried. I’m happy you’ve come home safe, even if it's only for a short moment. I know Toryn will feel the same.” The dwarf walked back to the counter, pattering around it before hoisting himself up into his chair. 
			

			
				Aetrius followed. Leaning over the counter to look at Orn, his eyes caught on the dark leatherbound book that the dwarf had been holding earlier. Orn snatched it. He tucked it deep within his robes. Aetrius’ eyes lingered inquisitively for a moment, but he decided not to press.
			

			
				“I know nothing of war beyond the pages of a book,” Orn continued as nothing had happened. “Truthfully, I’ve no desire to. Thume has been at peace for a very long time. I’m sorry that somehow you found your way right into the middle of this stain.”
			

			
				“I was born at the right moment.”
			

			
				“I wish you could’ve stayed here, with me and Toryn.”
			

			
				“As do I.” Aetrius could not bear to look at the dwarf any longer. Not with his sad eyes and soft smile. He knew he would cry if he did, so he peeled himself from the counter and walked to the book-tower, stopping directly in the floor’s center.
			

			
				Aetrius closed his eyes and breathed deeply, looking upward, and allowing the colors the dance across his skin. He could feel each pinprick of warmth. When finally Aetrius opened his eyes, he did so slowly. He traced the staircases that lined the walls from top to bottom before turning to see Orn standing behind him.
			

			
				He wished that Orn would close the small space between them and hug him again. Somehow, a few paces felt like miles. But he didn’t. The dwarf only stood there, wringing his large hands.
			

			
				“I wish I had stayed then, and I wish I could stay now. But I would fight a hundred wars if it meant Toryn was never needed for one,” Aetrius said. “Men are short-lived creatures. We don’t have the luxury of time. When we are handed difficult circumstances, it is our charge to ensure we don’t allow the burden to stretch beyond ourselves.”
			

			
				“Why don’t you sit for a bit, son. Let me make you a cup of tea?” Orn suggested. “We’ll see if we can find some of that time.”
			

			
				Aetrius turned from the circular room and walked back towards the counter. He wanted more than anything to stay. To sit. To drink tea. To feel the same as he once did. But he couldn’t.
			

			
				“I have to post the list, Orn. Quickly, too. I’ve been far too selfish, stopping here. If someone were sent bearing the names of my kin, I would not want them to linger.”
			

			
				Orn nodded in solemn understanding, working his way back behind the counter once more as Aetrius removed a small pack from beneath his cloak. From the pack, he pulled a large buckskin wrapping and unfurled it to reveal three bound books of various sizes.
			

			
				“For protection,” Aetrius explained, noticing Orn’s confused expression. “The weather can be unkind on the Ridge. I would not see your books ruined on account of me.” 
			

			
				It had worked too. The books appeared as cared for as Ílmur. There was hardly a crease in the pages.
			

			
				Aetrius set them on the counter, one by one. “I’ve no time for tea. But I will take a few cubes of sugar if you have them. She deserves something.” He nodded towards the door. “The horse,” he explained with a smile. 
			

			
				“Aye, I’ve got some sugar you can feed the beast.” Orn ducked down beneath the counter. When he stood again, he held it out in his hand and froze before dropping it into Aetrius’ gloved fingers. “So long as you stop back tomorrow, or the next day, before you leave?”
			

			
				“Of course.” Aetrius smiled, and Orn released them into his hand. “I will return tomorrow with Toryn in tow. I have more books to steal before I leave, and we have more catching up to do.” He began working his way towards the door. “Do me a favor and tidy up my reading space for me.” Aetrius winked and motioned towards the mess in the other room.
			

			
				He took one last look around and found his favorite corner with his eyes. Then, he looked back at Orn and shut the door quickly before the dwarf could say something smart.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 3:
			

			
				Princess of Thume
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Walk with me, Sparrow?” Kairn asked. He reached a gloved hand down towards Elena. His deep voice was velvety and warm, like worn leather. It carried a softness that almost cushioned the blow her pride had just taken.
			

			
				Almost.
			

			
				A smile broke like a beacon from beneath Kairn’s dark skin as Elena glared up at him from the dirt. That only annoyed her further.
			

			
				“Of course, Sir Kairn,” she grumbled sarcastically. “I would like nothing more.” She took his hand and allowed herself to be pulled to her feet. Her body screamed in protest. Her limbs burned. A pained groan rose to sit in the back of her throat, but she bit her tongue.
			

			
				There was no way she would grant Kairn the satisfaction.
			

			
				The knight was taller than her, though not by much, and when she gained her footing, he brushed the pale dirt from her shoulder pauldrons. “You honor me, Princess.”
			

			
				Kairn hated being called ‘sir’ nearly as much as Elena hated being called ‘princess.’
			

			
				 “You are supposed to be teaching me, you know that right? Father did not leave you here to show off.” Elena sighed. “You aren’t making this easy.”
			

			
				“West Bank won’t, why should I?” Kairn shrugged, his long black braids swinging with his shoulders. Gray had crept into his beard and hair in recent years, but without a single wrinkle, it was hard to tell he neared his forty-ninth year.
			

			
				It killed Elena how clean he was. His chest plate still sang the praises of a night of washing, and his dark green cloak looked as if it had been stitched just this morning. She, on the other hand, was filthy. Her armor was grimy—her legs and arms naught but mud and bruises.
			

			
				“West Bank won’t exist come winter, haven’t you heard?” Elena retorted, her sarcasm rising. “It’s all the Court’s been discussing this past week—plans for victory after father wipes Marcella from the board. What to do with new land. What to do with old land. You would know if you ever attended the meetings.”
			

			
				Elena got mouthy whenever Kairn knocked her pride with the edge of his sword. Then she felt guilty about it later. But it wasn’t later yet.
			

			
				“You and I both know that isn’t true,” Kairn answered. He sheathed his large two-handed sword on his back, walked to the edge of the small training yard, and took a seat on the wooden fence. He yawned, seemingly immune to her attitude. “War is never simple. It is a long game, and Marcella is far smarter than the Court gives her credit for—than your father gives her credit for. Even if she died tonight, the people of West Bank would not so easily yield in her absence. What would you do then? March on to Vartha?” He raised an eyebrow. “And as I recall, sitting in with the Royal Court is your duty. Not mine. King Varrow left me with many others.”
			

			
				Elena spun Birdsong in her hands a few times, allowing the blade to whistle through the courtyard before she sheathed it at her side. She brushed her short brown hair back behind her head, hoping her sweat would hold it there, but it slowly returned to its parted position at the sides of her face, leaving her forehead, and her brown almond-shaped eyes, exposed.
			

			
				It was growing late, and the training yard was empty, save for a few Kingsguard that walked the border, and the small stable boy, Brin, who was moving horses to and from the farrier’s house for new shoes. He made eye contact with Elena. His cheeks flushed red as she started to remove her armor, her wiry muscles rippling beneath her white shirt.
			

			
				“Shame,” the princess said, as she did her best to stretch off the beating that Kairn had just given her. “If it were that easy, you wouldn’t have to be so hard on me.” 
			

			
				Kairn’s laughter rose from deep within his belly. “You’re mad at me because I won’t let you win?” he asked, nearly falling from the fence. “What would you learn then, little bird?”
			

			
				Elena’s annoyance shot forth from behind her teeth before she could reel it in. “I’m not mad, Kairn—I’m tired! What do I learn now? We’re running in circles, and we have been for a while. The only thing you’re teaching me is how to take a beating. We haven’t discussed stances or techniques in months. All we do is this. Every day. Every. Single. Day. And I grow no closer to winning.”
			

			
				“Nor will you. I’m the best swordsman there’s ever been.” Kairn smiled. He was the type of person no one could stay mad at.
			

			
				Elena tried to hide her own smirk with the back of her fist, playing it off as if she was wiping the corners of her mouth.
			

			
				“But that should not stop you from trying,” he continued. “Besides, even if it is not the point, learning how to take a beating is an important lesson. If more people were beaten when they were pups, there wouldn’t be so many dogs barking. All this noise, and no thought. We’d certainly need a new Royal Court.
			

			
				“Did I ever tell you that there’s a raven that comes to my window every morning?” He hopped from the fence post and crossed over to Elena, still talking. “All because one night I left it open. When I woke in the morning, it had eaten a whole loaf of bread from my desk. I’ve not opened it since, swear to the Gods of Harvest, but it comes knocking every damn morning.” Kairn laughed again. “Sometimes, even the smallest chance of success should be enough to risk defeat. 
			

			
				“You’re getting better, Sparrow. I can see it even if you cannot. There is no more technique to teach. You have every theoretical lesson I can give you. Now it is time for practice. Again, and again. Until your sword moves before your mind can catch up. You almost had me in the second and the third bout. Switching from your left hand to your right in the middle would’ve shamed anyone else. Luckily for you, your instructor is not anyone else.”
			

			
				“Right. Luckily for me.”
			

			
				“Oh, hurry up, will you?” Kairn sighed in exasperation. “The lesson is over. Mope about it on your own time if you wish. I wish to take a walk before your next lessons, and we only have half an hour before I need to leave you with Monserrat.”
			

			
				Monserrat was Oakguarde’s keeper of scrolls, and she looked as if she would crumble into a handful of ash if a brisk breeze entered her study. She was dry, and Elena was sure that she did not have an ounce of humor left in her, but oddly enough the lessons were enjoyable—more so than the beatings Kairn was tossing her way of late.
			

			
				“You can leave your armor and sword. They’ll be cleaned this evening,” Kairn said.
			

			
				In recent years, Birdsong had become as much a part of her as her own arm, and she preferred to clean it herself. But she was far too exhausted to care. She placed it beside the rest of her armor, grabbed her brown, fur cloak from the fence, and joined Kairn.
			

			
				Oakguarde was built on a grouping of three hills, each larger than the last. The castle itself sat proudly on the tallest. It was beautiful—carved from rich green granite and reinforced with dark Thumerian Oak wood. Trees that only grew in the hills beside the city. There stood seven towers on the castle, one for each of the great cities of Thume: Oakguarde, Windkeep, Iltere, Orleskeep, Stonehorn, Kingsrest, and East Watch. From each tower hung the banner of its city. 
			

			
				Oakguarde’s sat proudly in the center, the white stag of Thume framed by the light of seven stars hung from its highest point. The unifying city. Its banner waved in the gentle wind. Elena’s heart swelled with pride at the sight. My colors. She wondered where her father was now, and if he too was looking at the banner of their people.
			

			
				The pair walked around the outskirts of the structure now, taking the long path to Monserrat. Elena studied Kairn closely. With each step, his face seemed to twist closer to distaste. It would have been lost on anyone else, but Kairn was her father’s oldest friend. He had long since been as an uncle to her.
			

			
				“You’re growing to hate this place?” she asked finally, watching him from the corner of her eye.
			

			
				“Never,” Kairn responded. “I couldn’t, even if I wanted to. Everything good in my life has happened because of this city.”
			

			
				“You hate it here without him?” Elena rephrased.
			

			
				“I hate that I am not beside him,” Kairn corrected. “This is the first and only time Varrow has gone to battle without me. What is the Captain of the Kingsguard without a king?”
			

			
				“We can make you Captain of the Princessguard if you’d like.”
			

			
				“You don’t need protecting, Sparrow. You’re a far better swordsman than he is.”
			

			
				Elena beamed with pride, even if it was a joke. Worry replaced the feeling quickly. The war had been unpredictable. Only two months ago had Varrow left for Orleskeep to meet Queen Marcella head on. “You think he does?” 
			

			
				Elena hated Marcella. She loathed West Bank. What she hated most of all was the loss of her normal life—the introduction of this new gray and dismal routine. One where Sir Kairn, Shield Breaker, would beat her in the training yard every day. One where there was no time for horseback riding. Only studying and training.
			

			
				Kairn smiled at her. His gentle reassurance was palpable. Elena’s heart slowed enough that she felt she could breathe again.
			

			
				“Don’t worry so much, Elena. Your father can hold his own. We were sixteen, me and him, when we first went to war, don’t forget that. Five years younger than you are now.”
			

			
				Elena shuddered at the thought. A teenage Varrow riding to East Watch for war, with an equally young Kairn at his side. All the Crown Knights had been so young.
			

			
				The knight continued, “still, it doesn’t save me from my worry. Any less than it saves you, it seems.” He wrapped his thick right arm around Elena and squeezed her, sensing her unease just as they reached the base of the battlements that lined the main grounds. They climbed quickly to the top, continuing their walk along the walls.
			

			
				“I only wish I was there, not because he needs me, but because I would not have him be alone. Your father will be fine without the two of us, Sparrow. And our life will go on until he returns, or until he considers you ready to ride out to him. Then I will take you to him. Maybe we can show him how to win a war.” He punched her shoulder playfully. “You’ve been studying the battle reports I’ve assigned you, yes?”
			

			
				“Yes, Kairn.” Elena’s stomach lurched at the thought.
			

			
				Dreadful things. Even a victory meant the loss of hundreds. And the Shadestalker reports were the worst of all. Calculated assassinations. Supply route disruptions. Murders in the night.
			

			
				Kairn stopped and she stood beside him. Her expression must’ve betrayed her distaste, as he pressed no further. Instead, he leaned against the chest high parapet. Elena joined him, and together they looked down at the rest of the city sprawling below.
			

			
				The incline of Oakguarde’s hills was so steep, the city streets formed tiered levels, one nearly on top of the other, each house looking over its neighbors. 
			

			
				The large, dark castle overlooked them all. 
			

			
				Elena pulled her fur cloak tighter around herself as the autumn wind reached out to caress her face. She breathed deeply. The cave bear it came from had been killed by her father and given to her as a gift. She swore it still smelled of him. Woodfire and smoke.
			

			
				“He will return, right?” she asked watching a group of children dart between moving wagons below. 
			

			
				“As sure as the wind blows,” Kairn answered. “As sure as the sun will rise. He would not leave you so soon. Not before he teaches you how to rule a kingdom.”
			

			
				“What makes you think I don’t already know how?”
			

			
				“You’re still complaining about taking a beating.” Kairn clapped her hard on the back of the shoulder. 
			

			
				She tried not to suck her teeth.
			

			
				Before Elena could respond, her eyes caught on a black dot on the horizon. In seconds it had become the outline of a small bird. Its wings beat furiously. Kairn noticed it too, and without question stuck his arm outward, granting it a place to land. 
			

			
				The swallow touched down, tilted its head, and released a quick whistle—four notes, spaced in intervals of two. On its thin leg was a small stretch of parchment, wrapped to form a scroll. Kairn took it in his hand gingerly. As soon as he had freed it, the bird took off.
			

			
				“Many songs yet to sing, I imagine,” Kairn mumbled to himself absentmindedly as he unraveled the scroll and read it within his palm. Elena tried desperately to get a glimpse, but Kairn kept it just out of her sight. His brow furrowed deeper and deeper with each word and when he reached its end, he folded the parchment tenderly and tucked it into a breast pocket.
			

			
				“I’m afraid you must continue to Monserrat on your own. I have matters I must attend to,” Kairn said over his shoulder, already walking briskly away. 
			

			
				“Is it father?” Elena asked impatiently.
			

			
				“Is it ever anyone else?” Kairn scoffed, breaking into a sprint.
			

			
				“What now?”
			

			
				“Our enemy is moving on Stonehorn.”
			

			
				“The Ridge? Has it fallen?!”
			

			
				“That’s what I’m going to find out.” Kairn froze at the top of the staircase, looking back one last time. “I trust you will reach your lessons without my escort?”
			

			
				It would be far too easy to disappear for the rest of the day. To slip into the stables and ride away. Kairn knew it as well as she did. But something about the worry in his eyes made her want to stay—to give him one less thing to worry about.
			

			
				“As sure as the sun will rise,” Elena shouted back with a smile.
			

			
				Kairn chuckled, and disappeared, leaving Elena alone on the cold walkway. Her mind began to churn. A pit formed in her stomach. Where was her father now? How close to Stonehorn? Had he made it to Orleskeep already?
			

			
				Elena looked down at Oakguarde once more, and realized just how cold and empty it was without Varrow. How truly hollow it all felt. She breathed in heavily. The air was so cold it burned her nostrils. Then she turned and headed towards the castle. 
			

			
				Monserrat was boring. But at least the lessons would distract her for a few hours.


			
				Chapter 4:
			

			
				Raising the Names
			

			
				 
			

			
				Aetrius hitched Ílmur to a post at the edge of Stonehorn’s churning square. The afternoon had dragged everyone away from their tasks, it seemed. Vendors had set circles of wagons, farmers peddled the last of their fall harvest: root vegetables and wheat that had seen better days, and in the farthest corner from him, a group of ragged performers sang a somber tune about the war. They were just far enough away that he could not hear.
			

			
				For the best.
			

			
				“Busy,” Aetrius whispered into Ílmur’s ear as he tied off her reins. It twitched at the sound. “Far too busy for a horse. Least of all, one of your size. I’ll be back before you know it.” He gave her a soft pat on the cheek before he stepped away. 
			

			
				Aetrius ignored the violent shaking of his hands and the sinking feeling that pulled his stomach to his groin as he walked through the crowd. Centermost in the square was a large, raised platform of sun-bleached wood. It looked sad to him—naked and barren.
			

			
				In the springtime, the traveling shows stopped to sing and dance across its expanse. Aetrius used to drag Toryn there to listen. They would sneak past the ticket-men, hunch on the rough stone ground beneath, and pretend they were the knights in the stories. Off on some great adventure to serve the king, or fighting alongside Sir Kairn, the ‘Shield Breaker.’ Afterwards, when the day would grow dim, the performers would share the news of a world far outside of Thume. The tales had filled him then. Before he had known the weight of a sword, and the cost of a life. 
			

			
				Now, a wide signpost ate away at the majority of the platform’s unused space. Aetrius stared at it vehemently. His shoulders became heavier just looking at it. He was to post the names there, but he was afraid. Afraid of the crowd. Afraid of the answers they expected. Mostly, he was afraid of their blame.
			

			
				Guilt burned within him like a great flame, eating away at his body—blackening his core. Would they hate him? He wondered. Hate that he had been able to return home, and their sons and daughters had not?
			

			
				Would they blame him, the way that he blamed himself?
			

			
				Aetrius took one last breath and propelled himself through the masses, moving quickly before his mind changed. He was deceptively nimble. Weaving his way through the moving throng with the grace and poise of a dancer, he reached the edge of the stage in only seconds, pulling himself onto its chest high platform.
			

			
				The eyes of the crowd began to bore into him at once. His skin crawled. Each stare stripped Aetrius naked. Made him as barren as the stage itself. The buildings on the outskirts of the square stretched taller and taller. Soon they loomed over him like prison guards, jeering at his uncomfortably forced gait. Murmurs formed a cacophony of shame, and Aetrius broadened his step, hoping to go faster. To be done faster. He would’ve given anything in that moment to melt into the wood that creaked beneath his feet. To disappear. 
			

			
				The parchment suddenly became heavy within Aetrius’ hands as he removed the list from his pocket. Like a whip, the exaggerated sound of spitting cracked through the silence. Aetrius turned instinctively towards the noise. A tall spindly guard with dark hair and even darker expression glared at him. She cursed him under her breath.
			

			
				‘Trophy.’
			

			
				Aetrius read it on her lips. His jaw clenched as rage swallowed his soul. It was what West Bank called the useless members of Thume’s army. Deer. Good for nothing but a body—nothing other than a trophy above the mantle. His breastplate seemed to press inward against his chest as she turned and stormed away.
			

			
				Aetrius slowed his breathing and continued walking. This wasn’t about him. He freed an unused nail from the signpost with the tips of his fingers. The wood had turned so soft in age that it offered no resistance. He unraveled the scroll, laid it flat against the surface, and pinned the list to the wood with the same nail. The parchment unraveled. It covered nearly half of the signpost’s length.
			

			
				The crowd babbled until Aetrius turned to face them. Then they fell silent. Heavy was the weight of their scrutiny. It pinned him in place as a cat would a mouse until a compulsion to speak took him.
			

			
				Aetrius cleared his throat.
			

			
				“It’s a two-week ride from the Ridge to Stonehorn, and all the while I thought of what I might say to you. I’ve lost so many friends to the fighting.”
			

			
				Their names rushed through his head now. He swallowed, fighting the scratching that rose in his throat.
			

			
				“Some of their names are on this list.” He motioned towards it. “Some were on the last. Some are with other soldiers, being carried off towards Rothel, Calden, or the small villages to the south. I know that the words of a stranger would mean little to me if I stood where you stood,” he continued, “and so I am sorry that words are all I have to give. But know, at least, that I am no stranger.
			

			
				“I got my first boots at Rella’s.” He looked in the direction of her leather shop as he said it. “I learned to read at the Hare. I’m certain there’s someone in this square whose pockets I picked.” Aetrius forced a smile, and someone chuckled at his joke. “I am of Stonehorn, the same as you—the same as them.” He looked wistfully at the list, hanging brightly against the dark wood. “They fought well. They died with honor. And we buried them there, under the same red stone that built our city.
			

			
				“May they live on with you. May you find peace in the knowledge of their passing. May they tread amongst the Silver Fields, and sow seeds for us to follow,” he said as strongly as he could muster. “To move mountains.”
			

			
				“To move mountains,” the crowd returned in unison. 
			

			
				Aetrius dropped his body from the side of the platform, and all attention shifted from him. Slowly, the silent vigil began to subside. Men, women, and dwarves began to clamber over one another to read the names—to search for their kin. Like a shadow, Aetrius slipped through them, grabbed Ílmur, and disappeared.
			

			
				He took the east road and headed towards his home.
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				Aetrius’ feet traced a familiar path, and his mind a foreign one. He walked without thought. It was as if a thick rope had been wrapped tightly around his waist and staked to the center of the square. Every inch forward came at the cost of great mental effort. 
			

			
				For weeks now, he had traveled with only the company of the names—names of friends and neighbors turned soldiers. He had completed his task, but still he was irrevocably tied to them. There was a new realization as well. 
			

			
				His journey was done. In four days, he would say goodbye to Toryn and Orn once more and return to the front—to the fighting. To the place he loathed the most. 
			

			
				Fear sent a jolt of pain racing through Aetrius’ chest. His heart strained as if it would burst and began to burn with sharp pain. The panic only made his hands sweat and tremble more. 
			

			
				He removed his gloves, stuffing them angrily into his saddle bag. No matter how deep his breath, the air did not seem to reach his lungs. It was so close, but not close enough. The corners of his vision blurred and darkened. 
			

			
				On the brink of collapse, Aetrius led Ílmur to the side of the street, doing what he could to avoid the stragglers that stood in his way. He propped a hand against the side of a small home to support himself. Still, his chest continued to tighten, the pain spreading down his arm and upward, until it constricted his throat. His breath quickened. 
			

			
				In. Out. This wasn’t the first time his panic had taken him.
			

			
				Breathe, he commanded. In. Out. 
			

			
				It didn’t work this time.
			

			
				Counting slowly in his head, focusing on the smooth stone ground in front of him, he began to wrangle each ragged breath back into his control. Then, without warning, a heavy weight fell against his right shoulder.
			

			
				Ílmur.
			

			
				Her face appeared alongside his own. The distraction was enough that he was able to shake the uneasiness, though its remnant exhaustion was already clinging to the corners of his mind. 


			
				Chapter 5:
			

			
				Brother
			

			
				 
			

			
				Aetrius and Toryn’s home was little more than a tiny cottage and a low stable. On a thin stretch of browning grass between the two structures, the dullest creature Aetrius had ever known grazed lazily.
			

			
				Tully.
			

			
				He nearly yelled the horses’ name with glee—the sight of the animal alone filled him with such relief that a deep breath poured from his lips and set his racing mind to ease. He had sent the horse back to Stonehorn with supply runners months ago. No messages had come since. For so long he had been unsure if he had ever made it back to his brother at all.
			

			
				Aetrius grinned as he led Ílmur to the stable. Tully did not even look up. Hurriedly, he saw to it she had water, removed the saddle and bags, and set her free to graze alongside the much smaller horse. Ílmur kept far to the outskirts of the yard as Aetrius approached the front door of the home and raised his hand to knock. He froze. Toryn had been alone for so long now, that Aetrius felt a small flash of worry at intruding upon his privacy. He swallowed and pounded against the door three times, nonetheless.
			

			
				The muffled sound of small footsteps grew, then were cut through as a thin voice began to shout. “If this is about tomato seeds again, Tybalt, I swear I’ll–”
			

			
				The door was thrust open, and there stood Toryn, three heads shorter than Aetrius, hair just as dark, and eyes just as green. The boy was nearly an exact copy save that his face still held the softness of youth. Toryn was covered head to toe in dark soot. His face hung frozen in surprise.
			

			
				Aetrius did his best not to cry. In many ways, Toryn was his son more than his brother, Aetrius had raised him since he was fifteen, and Toryn only three. Orn had helped too, of course.
			

			
				A million words came to mind. I’m home! He wanted to shout. I’m home and I love you! And I’ve missed you! Every night I thought of you, and every morning I looked for you. Every time Therron made me laugh, I wished I could have shared the joke with you.
			

			
				“You look taller,” was all Aetrius managed to get out. He nearly choked on the words. It was far easier than saying what he really wanted to say. He broke into a laugh. “Dirtier too.”
			

			
				“It's yours to share!” Toryn shouted gleefully. He snapped from his haze and rushed forward. 
			

			
				Aetrius tried desperately to hold his head an arm’s length away, to keep the soot from him and his gear. They struggled this way for some time, breathing heavily and laughing. Toryn bent his neck farther than someone should be capable of doing without breaking it, and Aetrius danced in and out of the threshold to avoid him. 
			

			
				Finally, Aetrius ceded, reluctantly releasing the boy, and allowing Toryn’s small body to slam against his own. The contact sent the pair tumbling to the ground. Great clouds of soot and ash splashed against doorway.
			

			
				“What were you doing, you runt?” Aetrius bellowed, still laughing. “You look like a freshly pulled potato.”
			

			
				“I was cleaning the fireplace, you ass,” Toryn responded, standing up.
			

			
				Aetrius followed suit. 
			

			
				Toryn was fourteen as of this past summer, by many rights a man. To Aetrius, he was little more than a child.
			

			
				“Move aside, young master,” Aetrius said sarcastically, pushing past Toryn and into the house. 
			

			
				The boy fell again in a fit of laugher. 
			

			
				“I must see what damage you have brought down upon my home.” Aetrius took two steps inward and put his hands on his hips, scanning the room dramatically.
			

			
				“Our home. I’ve done nothing of the sort.” Toryn said as he closed the door behind and stood still next to it. He watched suspiciously as Aetrius picked about the house.
			

			
				“The gold I sent has been enough? And there’s been no trouble?”
			

			
				“More than.” Toryn nodded, his thick mat of hair bobbing. “I’ve been saving nearly all of it too. Promise. I figured we could throw a party for all of your friends when you got back. Me. Orn. Tully. Am I missing any?” He paused. “You are…back?”
			

			
				Aetrius shrugged. For a brief second Toryn seemed very small, standing in the frame of the tall door—smaller even than he had been when Aetrius had left him to go to war. Toryn’s face teetered on the edge of despair as he waited for an answer.
			

			
				“Yes.” Aetrius lied with a smile, even as he cursed himself for doing it. He could not bring himself to tell the truth. Not yet. He had only just arrived. 
			

			
				Toryn said nothing. He just wordlessly closed the distance between them and held onto Aetrius as if he would disappear at any moment.
			

			
				“Orn told me he’s been by,” Aetrius said, his eyes boring into the dull surfaces, “to do the heavy lifting.” Nothing looked different. But all of it seemed new. The smells. The way the last of the pre-rain sun poured through the window and hit the counter tops. 
			

			
				Toryn. 
			

			
				The boy had changed so much in two years. His face, his demeanor, his voice.
			

			
				Toryn scoffed and released him. “Orn’s too old to lift anything heavy.”
			

			
				“Did I miss anything?”
			

			
				“Actually,” Toryn groaned, “it’s somehow gotten worse since you left. Almost everyone that's older than I am is gone. Well, everyone except for all the really, really old people. Like Orn. Half the shops are closed down, we don’t get any travelers, and most of our crops are sent up to the mountains. So, I hope they were feeding you well, because most of us have been eating stale bread and old corn. Tybalt keeps trying to sell me tomato seeds for a silver, but Orn said they wouldn’t grow well here anyway.”
			

			
				“Would it surprise you if I say that we have not been eating well, at all?” Aetrius asked with a chuckle.
			

			
				“No,” Toryn sighed, shrugging his shoulders, “I guess it wouldn’t.” He returned to the fireplace and lowered himself to the floor before scooting back in. “Well, you didn’t miss much,” his voice echoed from inside.
			

			
				Aetrius frowned. He was struck by how casually the boy returned to his work. And here I have invaded his routine. He allowed his voice to brighten. “I brought more gold back with me, and without much else to spend it on, I had the grand idea that perhaps you would want to join me in getting something to eat?” He posed it as a question, but knew it was not. Toryn liked few things as much as he liked eating. Especially when the food cost too much. 
			

			
				“I had wanted to cook,” Aetrius continued, “it’s been so long since I have, but I am far too tired from my travels. Tomorrow, maybe.” Aetrius wasn’t even sure he remembered how to cook. How to really cook, that was. Not field rations or wild game. “Tonight, I think I owe you a drink. Now that you’re a man and all.” He laughed.
			

			
				Toryn’s body was halfway into the fireplace at this point, but the tinkering inside stopped immediately. Slowly, he pulled himself from its depths and turned his head toward Aetrius, smiling. “What did you have in mind?”
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				Before leaving, they both cleaned themselves extensively, Aetrius, of his travels and Toryn, of his soot. Toryn seemed to bounce every thought he had off of Aetrius as they headed to the Merchant’s Mug, a small inn by the east gate. He always had an insurmountable amount of questions, and Aetrius was always happy to answer all of them. 
			

			
				Tonight was no different.
			

			
				“Is it cold up there?”
			

			
				“Yes. Very.”
			

			
				“Is it darker at night?”
			

			
				“No, the stars are brighter.”
			

			
				“Did you read any books?”
			

			
				“Just the three I took from Orn.”
			

			
				“Did you miss me?”
			

			
				“All the time.” Aetrius tugged at his shirt absentmindedly as they walked. It was the first time he had worn anything other than his armor, or the gambeson beneath it, in a long stretch of time. His skin crawled underneath the thin fabric. Armor wrapped him in promises—set his mind at ease. Without it, he felt vulnerable. He kept catching his absent hands searching for the blade and bow he had left at home. Aetrius carried only a small knife on his waist, and that, he had to convince himself, was more than enough.
			

			
				Rain began to fall just as the inn came into view. It was a small thumb of a building, jutting outward from those around it to reach over the street, and not standing but half as tall. In lieu of the rain, Aetrius’ face grew gravely serious.
			

			
				“That door looks mighty far, does it not, brother?” Aetrius asked, his hair already matting to his forehead.
			

			
				“I reckon it does,” Toryn replied. He tried to make his face serious to match Aetrius’s energy. But a smile teased the edge of his lips. He knew what was coming.
			

			
				“How fast you figure you can get there?” Aetrius asked.
			

			
				“Faster than you.”
			

			
				“Sure of it?”
			

			
				“As sure as the sun will rise.”
			

			
				“Care to test that?”
			

			
				Toryn nodded and Aetrius took off at full speed, his brother whooping and hollering beside him. Near the final quarter of the distance, he began to slow, placing his hand on his side as if he had gotten winded, and allowed Toryn to overtake him. He rode his brother’s heels all the way in. Then, he pretended to be annoyed at Toryn’s celebration under the wooden awning of the front door. He was happy to give his brother even a small victory.
			

			
				They stepped inside. The warmth of the large fire pressed against Aetrius’ wet skin, and the conversations of its patrons passed over him in a dull hum. Its long bar was nearly full. Dozens of empty tables were tucked away in various corners, however.
			

			
				In the good seasons, when the travelers came in flocks, minstrels would fill its halls with their voices. Now, a group of elderly women sharing large pints at the counter clapped along with a dwarf playing a lute. The music was beautiful still. In its own right. Some rugged looking farmers crowded around a game of cards at a round table. They had been allowed to stay behind from the fighting. 
			

			
				Even wars needed farmers. 
			

			
				No one paid Aetrius and Toryn any mind. They saw to it that they found a table tucked away deep in the back corner where the light shone dimmer and the crowd seemed little more than a far away lull. There, Aetrius and Toryn talked freely, the atmosphere and the drink lowering all guard between the two and pushing Aetrius to share more than he would normally. With one ear, he listened to his brother. With the other, the crowd.
			

			
				Toryn told Aetrius about everything that had happened in Stonehorn since his departure. Not much, he learned. The patrons, however, told Aetrius everything happening in Thume. Most notably, he learned that King Varrow had joined the front at Misthold.
			

			
				Orleskeep had been lost.
			

			
				In return for his information, Aetrius told Toryn all that he wanted to know about the Ridge, and more. Some, he could probably do without. Toryn was getting older quickly, and at fifteen he would be allowed to join the efforts if he so chose to. At sixteen he would be sent anyway. Aetrius did not want that for him. He had no greater fear than the thought of Toryn standing at his side under an enemy assault when the soil ran thick with blood.
			

			
				Aetrius did not veer from the truth to protect him, even if he wanted to. 
			

			
				He told him of Meril, a storekeeper from the square whose shop they used to visit, and how he had died last month when a spear had toppled his horse. His back had bent backwards until it snapped. He spoke of Urik’s daughter, who had been found hanging, her body swollen in the morning. She had strung herself from a tall tree during her night watch. And he spoke of the beasts that came from deep within the mountains to feed on the dead—the sounds that echoed in the night when they found wounded instead.
			

			
				The front was not a place one wanted to be, but there was good there too, softness to be found amongst the hardship. Aetrius told Toryn of those he had grown close with. The ones he considered friends. Therron, a strong-jawed fighter all the way from Kingsrest. Aetrius laughed, recounting the time they had come to blows over the king. He didn’t even know why he defended Varrow. Half of it was just to oppose Therron, he rationed. The other half, he would never admit, was that he was oddly drawn to the king, and had always dreamed of serving as one of his seven oath-sworn Crown Knights.
			

			
				There was Allémon and Erra. Twins. Inseparable twins. Never was there a moment they spent apart, even in the heat of the fighting. Myra and Elmar, both from East Watch. Myra was a dwarven woman with a strong arm. She taught Aetrius to whittle, and he taught her how to read. Elmar knew enough magic to heal knicks and bruises. And to piss off Wobren, the old man that had ridden to the Ridge alongside Aetrius and Nerath—joined the Shadestalkers alongside him—turned fifty beside him. Wobren who does not possess an ounce of seriousness. Even in the darkness of war there were fires, laughter, song, and kinship. Most of it was thanks to him.
			

			
				Aetrius thought too of his commander, Ryn. The softness of her lips. The harshness of her steel. Between the fighting, when the sun rose and painted the Ridge red, it colored her golden. He would not have survived without her instruction, and he would not have lived without her love. His heart ached for Ryn, especially now, sitting in the warmth of the tavern with a belly full of food and an empty bed awaiting his return. He would have given anything for her to be lying curled up in it. 
			

			
				He did not mention her to Toryn. There would be a time for that, someday. He was not ready now.
			

			
				The two talked until the sun set and the rain became a downpour. It filled the inn with loud thunder and beat mercilessly against the ceiling and windows. The music stopped. The crowd fizzled out. Aetrius paid for the meal and afterwards they stood under the cover of the front patio for what seemed like an hour, joking, laughing, hoping the rain would pass. When it didn’t they prepared themselves for the mad rush back home.
			

			
				Aetrius was warm from the food and drink, and for once in a long time, incredibly content. Giddy, even. But perhaps that was just the drink. The cold of the rain did not bother him. And perhaps that was the drink too. No one had come to light the lanterns that night. But Aetrius knew the streets well enough even in the dark. And they sprinted the whole way. 
			

			
				Toryn pulled ahead of him, the boys chin length, black hair slicked back with rain, his mouth stuck in a perpetual grin, and his laughter echoing back from the tired stone houses. And suddenly, Aetrius was twenty again. And the war was only in his head. And he had never allowed it to pull him away from his brother. They had not grown apart, but instead grown together. The memories were no longer obscured by time-stained glass. They were vibrant hues of midday sun.
			

			
				I will start again, Aetrius declared there in that moment. I can start again—be me again. For he knew now that he was still in there somewhere, only buried, waiting for himself to circle back around and be rediscovered.
			

			
				When they made it home, he triple checked that Tully and Ílmur were away before walking into his small room. There, he stripped his wet boots from his feet and dropped them onto the floor with a sad squelch. He removed his soaked clothing, replacing only his pants with a dry pair. Finally, Aetrius tossed himself across the room and onto the soft bed.
			

			
				Sleep took him before he pulled the covers around his body.
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				Ryn woke Aetrius with a gentle push, as she always did, her hand pressing softly into his chest.
			

			
				A dream. He knew at once, but he did not care. He smiled before opening his eyes. She wore green. She always wore green in his dreams. They had met on the Ridge, and he had never seen her wear anything else, though he imagined it often. A tabard of blue to cover her armor and match her eyes…or a long silken dress. Her brown hair looked so soft, her pale skin clean—always cleaner than the rest of them. He knew if he got any closer, she would smell of cypress and sweet things. How he longed to touch her.
			

			
				Her hand pushed lightly on his chest again.
			

			
				Aetrius looked down and she opened her calloused palm. A single flower. White. She left it on his chest plate and held a finger to her lips when he tried to open his mouth. 
			

			
				Right. The others are sleeping, and I am to help her look for flowers. He rose, stretching until he stood a head above her.
			

			
				Elmar, Therron, Myra, Allémon, Erra, and Wobren slept beside them. They clutched at swords and daggers, with boots still on their feet, and armor fastened tight, because they did not know what would come in the night. Aetrius followed Ryn through the maze of friends. Their feet made no sound on the soft grass.
			

			
				Together, they walked through the trees—out into the deep wood. No matter how fast Aetrius moved, Ryn was always a few steps ahead. He followed her through the thickets and thorns. The glades and creeks. The underbrush and the game trails. He should’ve been worried about how far they went, but he was not. Nothing mattered but her. The moon was not covered by the clouds tonight, and the forest was painted dull silver. She searched in its light. Aetrius could only watch her.
			

			
				Ryn’s gentle fingers prodded and parted the swaying grass and wet ferns as the sun began to rise. His heart jumped when a smile split her lips. A flower. One of the first of the spring. Purple.
			

			
				I love you, he thought, but he did not say it, for he was afraid to change even a single thing about this moment. About the way she looked right here. Right now. If he could just freeze time. Stay forever, with the moonlight tracing their skin and the flower in her hand. 
			

			
				I love you, he thought again. I love you, and I will plant you a garden of flowers. He smiled. I love you, and I will wash your dishes. I love you, and I will make your bed.
			

			
				Ryn pulled the flower from the ground. Her smile faded. Between her fingers she held not a flower, but an arrow. With purple plumage. Dark blood dripped from the silver tip. Then she plucked another. 
			

			
				“I love you!” he shouted over the panic rising in his chest.
			

			
				“WAKE UP!” Toryn yelled. The sound cracked through Aetrius’ dream like thunder, reverberating from the sky above.
			

			
				“WAKE UP!” Toryn yelled again. Now he was shaking Aetrius by his shoulders, standing over him on the small bed. “GET UP, PLEASE GET UP! NOW!” 
			

			
				Aetrius was on his feet in an instant. The shrill sounds of war cracked in the distance, muffled only by the thin walls of his home. He felt sluggish, as if he was still dreaming, but this time he knew he was not.
			

			
				The Shadestalker rushed from the room with powerful steps, grabbing his sword from its haphazard position against the wall, the tip of his sheath scraping loudly against the wood floor. He darted outside, thrusting the front door open with such force that it nearly separated from the loud iron hinges. The sounds intensified. A howling storm. A raging darkness. It surrounded the home. 
			

			
				Aetrius turned, spinning in every direction. He could hardly make out anything past the end of the road in the weather. Then, his eyes moved slowly upward, and his heart sank low into the pit of his stomach. Cutting through the darkness of night and the rush of the rain, far above the city, a great fire was raging on the hills of the valley. The beacon was ablaze. 
			

			
				Stonehorn was under attack. 
			

			
				The war had followed him home.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 6:
			

			
				Shattered Kingdom
			

			
				 
			

			
				There are sounds of war and there are sounds of slaughter. Aetrius knew the difference, and he knew it well. The hair on the back of his neck stood rigid as he listened to the sounds of the latter.
			

			
				Thick rain collided with his bare chest and face. His hands shook. Shouting, screaming, panic—the sky above him split, the air cut through with desperation. The distant crumbling of stone came seconds later. A structure collapsing just out of sight. The ground vibrated beneath his feet. 
			

			
				Aetrius turned to look desperately for his brother, only to find Toryn shuddering beside him in the wet and cold. He wanted to move to comfort him. Wanted to do anything but stand there gaping. But it was all he could do. A flash of lightning lit the sky above them and the entire street shone white. At the very end of the road, three figures emerged from the dark. 
			

			
				They broke away like extensions of the shadows and rounded the corner quickly, their boots striking the ground in rhythmic cohesion. Their armor was as black as the night that shielded them, their cloaks rich purple. West Bank. 
			

			
				The same flash that had alerted him to their presence had alerted them to his.
			

			
				They broke their march and began to saunter towards Aetrius and Toryn. With each step they grew fuller. Taller. They jeered and hollered, and Toryn shrunk down in the doorway, as if he could hide in its frame. Behind them, another group rushed by. Some held torches to light their path, others clashed their weapons loudly against their shields. 
			

			
				“The king is dead!” A voice shouted into the storm. “The Oak is felled! Long live the Queen!”
			

			
				One of the members of the passing group swung a large dark object in his hand, back and forth. Another flash of lightning, and Aetrius saw it to be the head of a woman, held in hand only by the hair of her head. The acidic taste of bile rose up in the back of his throat. He swallowed it back down. The rear group stopped only to toss a flagon of fluid onto the thatched roof of a far-off house, and light it with a torch. Then they passed on.
			

			
				The home caught fire despite the downpour, and their chanting faded as they disappeared from view, replaced again by the sounds of death.
			

			
				The small group of three that had noticed Aetrius and Toryn were moving forward lazily, content to savor their moment of victory. Aetrius stepped forward. He turned to face Toryn, masking their approach with his frame.
			

			
				“I will speak, and you will listen.” He wrapped his hand around the back of his brother’s head and forced his eyes upwards to meet his own. “No questions. If you wish to live, you will do as I say.” Aetrius’ voice carried an intensity that demanded Toryn’s full attention. “Get in the house. Ready yourself quickly. Grab your pack. Bring what you would to travel,” he released his hand and thrust Toryn towards the open door of the house behind him. “Go!”
			

			
				Toryn froze and looked down the road at the soldiers—at the houses catching fire behind them. His entire body shook. 
			

			
				A sharp metallic swish tore through the air as Aetrius drew his sword. He dropped the scabbard onto the wet ground beneath him. “Now, Toryn!” he shouted over his shoulder and turned to face the approaching soldiers. “Move!”
			

			
				Toryn slunk backwards into the house. Within seconds, the clashing of pots and pans echoed out onto the street. Aetrius used the group’s slow advance to study their movements. 
			

			
				There are only three. He could kill three.
			

			
				Two took to the front with spears. The other lagged slightly behind, carrying a shortsword and shield. All three were men, and as they got closer Aetrius could see that they were not soldiers, but instead wore the simple leather armor of West Bank scouts. It was designed only for movement and speed. It had been purposely stained dark black. 
			

			
				They meant to surprise us, his jaw tightened in a fury. Anger rippled through his form. They meant to catch us off guard and slaughter us. 
			

			
				The arrogance of this group leached into every movement that they made. That only made Aetrius’ rage stronger. Their gait was wide, their weapons held low, and their soft points left unguarded. It was clear that they thought the day was already theirs, and that Aetrius was just a simple man caught off guard, attempting feebly to defend his home.
			

			
				He would use that against them. 
			

			
				If all three attacked at once, it would be of little challenge. But Aetrius was not for taking chances. He would split them. They would be easiest to kill individually.
			

			
				“Did we wake you?!” The lead man bellowed into the space between them, his unshaven face and crooked mouth twisted into a sneer. He roared with laughter and his companions joined him. 
			

			
				They were close now, no more than twenty feet, and Aetrius could put wicked faces to their forms. The lead was the oldest of the three, the two behind him no more than Aetrius’ own age. Just this morning, they had been guarding the gates beside Nerath.
			

			
				Traitors! Spies!
			

			
				“Look, he ain’t got no shoes on!” The scout guffawed again, pointing at Aetrius’ bare feet in the mud. 
			

			
				Aetrius wore nothing but the pants he had fallen asleep in. Thick roped scars hugged his back. His sinewy body glistened in the rain.
			

			
				“Shame. You'll walk the Silver Fields with nothing but your bare feet.” The three men cackled into the dark like a pack of thuluk. “We’ll send you to join the other sleepers.”
			

			
				Aetrius widened his stance, opened his shoulders to make himself a bigger target, and switched his sword to his left hand. If they had hoped he would cower and beg, they would die disappointed.
			

			
				“Perhaps I will free your short legs from your thick body and take your boots.” Aetrius nearly spat the words. Simple minded men were quick to anger. This one was no different. 
			

			
				“You sack of shit!” the man growled. His friends howled with laughter beside him, which only embarrassed him further. “I’ll shut your bastard mouth, boy, don’t worry.” He smiled, showing off a row of sparse teeth. Then, he lowered his spear in front of himself as if it were a pike. The wood was already stained dark red with blood.
			

			
				Charging towards Aetrius at the fastest speed he could manage, each step the scout took sent mud and water outward from his boots. As he closed in, he thrust the spear forward, hoping to catch Aetrius from a healthy distance. He was far too slow. 
			

			
				Aetrius stepped to his left. He allowed the metal tip to pass him by, and when the spear reached the farthest point of the man’s weak thrust, Aetrius grabbed the shaft with his right hand. He yanked it towards himself. The man teetered on his feet, stumbling forward just as Aetrius swung his right leg upward in a swift and deadly arc. His shin connected heavily with the man's stomach. Spittle flew from the scout's lips, and he was sent keeling over into an exaggerated hunch, his thick fingers grasping desperately at his gut, his mouth wide. He sucked at the air, trying to fill his lungs. A single swift downward swing of Aetrius’ sword separated his head from his body. He crumpled softly onto the wet ground. His head rolled a few feet further, coating itself with mud until it was beyond recognition.
			

			
				Aetrius did not wait for the others to react. He closed the gap. Before the jeering scout closest to him had even processed what had happened to his companion, Aetrius had buried his sword deep within the man’s throat. It emerged on the opposite side, showering the final scout behind him in his friend's bright blood. His mouth was still twisted into a grin. Aetrius ripped his sword backward, and the man’s body toppled.
			

			
				The final scout had the benefit of distance, and so had more time than the others. It was not enough. He was able only to raise a sword shakily to defend himself before Aetrius came down upon him like the rain. Sprinting across the muddy ground with the soft patter of bare feet, Aetrius allowed his sword to hang limply beside himself. When he got within striking distance, the last scout swung wildly. Aetrius flicked his sword upward, catching his opponent's blade and using its momentum to send it careening from the man’s grasp in a shower of sparks. He slammed his own sword into the scout’s soft belly. It slid under his leather chest piece with a nauseating squelch, angled upwards towards the heart. The man grasped gently for Aetrius’ shoulders, as if to steady himself, then he slid from the end of the sword into the mud.
			

			
				He twitched once and went still.
			

			
				Blood mixed with water on Aetrius’ face. His chest was coated in it. It dripped from his hair. It streamed downward past his eyes. He stared emptily as he gathered his things. Only when he noticed Toryn, did he seem to refocus, his mind returning to him. 
			

			
				The boy stood silently in the doorway, his small frame cast in the warm glow of the fire. Aetrius moved to him. For a moment, he froze as if her were about to speak. To offer some comfort. 
			

			
				But he had none to give. 
			

			
				The smell of blood was still in his nostrils, and there was much left to do. Aetrius shouldered past and stumbled into the house. 
			

			
				Surprise attacks during his years spent along the Ridge had prepared him to ready quickly. He dressed in a flurry, his boots and armor on his body in seconds, three knives strapped to his belt, and another slid into a sheath on his boot. Aetrius slung his bow and quiver over his shoulder and grabbed his bag. He had never had time to unpack it.
			

			
				Toryn watched him silently.
			

			
				“Follow,” Aetrius commanded as he strode from the room. “Did you do as I asked?”
			

			
				Toryn nodded slowly but did not speak. Aetrius led him through the yard. Walking over to the man he had killed last, Aetrius stripped him of his scabbard and his cloak. He moved a few feet to retrieve the man’s sword from the mud and shook the dirt and grime from it as best he could. Then he sheathed the blade. 
			

			
				“Down!” Aetrius grabbed Toryn’s shoulders and pulled the boy to the ground. The two hunched low as another group of scouts darted along a crossroad, banging, and screaming. Toryn’s face was inches from Aetrius. He could feel the warmth radiating from him in the cold evening as the boy trembled violently. 
			

			
				Aetrius took his hand and squeezed it.
			

			
				The scouts did not notice the two of them, nor their fallen comrades. They pushed on, disappearing into the darkness, and taking their noise far away. Aetrius stood. He dragged Toryn with him towards the stable.
			

			
				The smell of horses overpowered the smell of fire and blood as soon as Aetrius opened the door. It was dark. Damp. The mounts were uneasy. They stomped in place, releasing huffs of hot breath that filled the room. Aetrius’ anxiety rose alongside theirs. He did what he could to stamp it back down.
			

			
				“Here,” he said bluntly, extending the scout's sword he had plucked from the ground to Toryn. Toryn looked at him but did not move for the blade. “Take it,” Aetrius instructed.
			

			
				“And do what with it?” Toryn asked, his thin voice cracking.
			

			
				“Look at me. If they catch you, Toryn, they will kill you. Take the sword.” Aetrius took Toryn’s hands and placed the sword within them, closing the small boy's fingers around the hilt. In the reflection of his brother’s eyes, he saw his own fear.
			

			
				“I know you are afraid,” Aetrius whispered softly, taking Toryn by the shoulders. “I know you are afraid because I am afraid. But sometimes, a choice is made for us. All we can do now is ride to meet it, fear, and all.” He stood. “Turn.” He rotated his finger. The boy spun so his back faced Aetrius, who began fixing the purple cloak he had taken from the soldier around his brother’s neck. 
			

			
				Toryn squirmed. “I won’t wear their colors!”
			

			
				“Be still, boy!” Aetrius cemented Toryn in place with a strong hand. “This is your only chance of escaping unnoticed.” He tied the cloak and stepped back as if to admire his work. “Take Tully. Ride as fast as you can for the East Gate.”
			

			
				“You’re… you’re not coming?” Toryn stammered.
			

			
				“The enemy pushes from the west, and you will ride to the east. You will ride to the ruins. To the old temple. Do you remember it?” Aetrius began saddling Tully. “You can make it before dawn if you hurry. They will not find you there. I promise. But I will.” 
			

			
				Toryn did not answer. 
			

			
				Aetrius stopped and turned to his brother. “Tell me you know where it is.”
			

			
				“Yes, but–”
			

			
				“I will meet you there by noon tomorrow.” Aetrius moved to Ílmur, who was still, despite her wide eyes and twitching ears.
			

			
				“Why can’t you come?” Toryn wailed, his voice once again wavering. “I can’t do it alone.”
			

			
				Aetrius looked regretfully at Toryn. “Yes, you can, and you must. I am going to get Orn. I will not abandon him to a slow death.” Aetrius grunted as he tightened the last strap on Ílmur. Then he turned back to Toryn and looked at his brother as if seeing him for the first time.
			

			
				Once again, it struck him how small the boy appeared, cowering in the dark stable, illuminated only by the spreading fires of the city. Aetrius nearly stopped and took his brother in his arms. But there wasn’t the time.
			

			
				“Come,” Aetrius beckoned Toryn forward, and helped him onto Tully’s back. “You ride a dark horse. You wear their colors. The night is your friend, use it. Ride swiftly. Stop for nothing. For no one. You must be brave, until I come for you.”
			

			
				“What if you don’t?”
			

			
				“Then you must be braver still.”
			

			
				With that, Aetrius thrust open the stable door, and slammed an open palm into Tully's rear as hard as he could, sending the horse rearing into the night.
			

			
				“I love you,” Aetrius whispered to himself as Toryn disappeared into the inky darkness.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 7:
			

			
				Flight of the Deer
			

			
				 
			

			
				Toryn fought shakily for control of the wet reins. The howling of the rain and the stretching shadows of the city joined forces to make it as if he rode through the middle of the night sky itself. Tully galloped faster than he had ever ridden before. His hands slipped. He cursed himself for not wearing gloves. Soon, the inside of Toryn’s thighs began to sting, rubbed raw by the churning saddle. Only his growing pain and the surrounding sounds of violence kept him grounded. When the pair reached the burning house at the far end of the road, the boy was finally able to wrestle Tully into a stop. 
			

			
				Toryn snapped his head quickly from left to right. He pushed his sopping hair up from his brow, and he scanned for any signs of the invaders. Thick smoke polluted his nostrils, singed the inside of his lungs, and burned the corners of his eyes. His breath caught in his throat. He coughed, his mouth marred by the taste of ash. Never had he been so terrified.
			

			
				But Aetrius had told him to be brave—demanded it. So brave he would be. Brave like his brother. To Toryn’s left, the house raged. Thin wood cracked and spit like the worn wick of a candle. 
			

			
				No, he realized. Not just a house. Tybalt’s house. 
			

			
				Portions of its walls had already collapsed inward. Bright light poured towards the buildings that framed it. The small yard fence seemed elongated—its spindly fingers reaching to the sky, the base of it still rooted in the hells.
			

			
				Toryn sat still in his saddle. His eyes found the charred bodies of his friends. A large one, Tybalt’s father, forever wrapped around the burnt husks of two child sized corpses. 
			

			
				Tybalt… Cael… Toryn began to cry. 
			

			
				Just this morning on his way to the market, he had passed by the children learning how to plant turnips in the small garden bed out front. They had been living, breathing people. Now, they were piles of charred flesh and ash. Unrecognizable. Silent. 
			

			
				The sadness within him began to mix with anger, each taking turns to rise to the surface and swell in his chest. Tears started pouring from his eyes. They polluted the rain that dripped down his face.
			

			
				He as lucky to have Aetrius, lucky to live on the eastern side of the city, and lucky that one of those bodies was not his own. Even the thought made him sick. 
			

			
				Keep going, he thought desperately.
			

			
				Toryn forced his eyes to return focus to the city. To the lights of the hundreds of fires that erupted in the distance, casting their heavy shadows upon Stonehorn. It would be dark enough that he and Tully could pass like a wisp of smoke through the streets. If only he chose his route well. Avoided the main roads. Made no noise. 
			

			
				It took Toryn less than a minute to map the route in his head. He turned Tully and readied the horse to hurl into the darkness once more when a voice cut through the air like a sharp knife.
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Aetrius turned Ílmur toward the West Gate as if she was an extension of his own body—as if they were but one being. He leaned. She followed. There was no time now for hesitation. The pair always worked best in times of turmoil. 
			

			
				Like an arrow shot from a longbow, they sped into what was the worst of the attack, marked by rigidity and purpose. Aetrius would guide them through the very center of Stonehorn to get to Orn. If the dwarf was still alive, the jumbled side streets would only cost valuable time. Time that he did not have.
			

			
				The city bubbled and frothed, a horrible stew that spat carnage and chaos from its belly as it boiled over. Intermittent fires blanketed their path in hues of vibrant red and orange. Aetrius and Ílmur passed in and out of the darkness, darting between exposure and coverage.
			

			
				In. Out. 
			

			
				Men, women, and children fled, screaming and shouting. Some stopped to beg him for help. He rode past. Ash and smoke burned and stung his eyes, but he kept them trained on the horizon, scanning for threats. 
			

			
				With each block they grew nearer to the city's center. Spaces between houses shrunk. Heights of buildings rose. The ramshackle constructs blurred into one.
			

			
				At the end of the road, a man sprung from behind a thin wooden door, desperately dragging a small child by the wrist behind him and cradling another to his chest. The child’s cries set Aetrius’ hair on end. He shifted uncomfortably in his saddle. A large tower cracked from its base behind them. The sound ripped the air in two. It toppled. Red stone and fractured wood crumpled into the buildings and streets below.
			

			
				Debris swallowed the father and his children. The cries were silenced. Only the shifting rocks spoke. Nothing but dust and echoes.
			

			
				Aetrius was alone.
			

			
				Please be alive, he begged. Please Orn. I still need you.
			

			
				Aetrius pulled the reins and Ílmur shifted her trajectory to avoid the rocks that had shot out from underneath the tower. He did not slow. They bolted down a side street to avoid the blockage, turning back onto the main road a few blocks further along.
			

			
				Aetrius had taken part in many battles in this war. This was different. Nothing could compare to the desperation that surrounded him. Hundreds of innocent bodies dotted their path, targeted without reason. Dead parents hunched over babies stained red, blackened remains of bodies clawed at windows, corpses lay face down in the mud with spears and arrows lodged in their backs. West Bank was not here to take Stonehorn. They had come to wipe it from memory.
			

			
				The further they rode, the more he began to doubt that Orn would be there to save. Worry grew within him like a tree, rooting itself deeply in his legs and arms. Even stronger, however, was his rage. It was hot fire. Every lifeless body that they passed, every charred frame, every stack of rubble fed it like kindling. 
			

			
				This was his home. These were his people. People whose limp bodies he avoided like deep cracks in the stone street. Every night for the last two years, Aetrius had gone to bed praying for peace. Every morning, he had gone to war. 
			

			
				He pulled his bow from the saddle. I will show my enemies how good they have made me at killing.
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				“You! Where’s the rest of your detachment, and ‘owd you get a horse?”
			

			
				The woman emerged from a walkway between two nearby houses to Toryn’s rear. Her cape was deep purple, the same as the one Aetrius had wrapped around him. Toryn’s throat seized. Words would not find their way to his lips. 
			

			
				In her hand, she clasped a jagged and bloodied blade. It was too dark. He was certain she could not get a good look at him. He turned his face from her anyway.
			

			
				“Y‘ear me?” she yelled, her annoyance increasing. She approached swiftly, her boots striking the stone with loud cracks. Each one caused Toryn to flinch in the saddle. With the bright fire burning just behind him, he was little more than a shadowed figure.
			

			
				His hands were clammy. They fumbled for the sword at his waist, trying to draw it as slowly as possible, trying to keep it hidden under the fabric—to keep it from making a sound. His eyes darted back and forth.
			

			
				She was already too close. It was too late.
			

			
				“You dull or deaf?” She put her hand on Toryn’s thigh and a shockwave rippled through him. “Did you grab that ‘orse? You know they said not to. ‘Posed to burn ‘em, just the same.” She reached up and grabbed Toryn’s shoulder. She turned his body towards her. When she gazed upward at the small crying boy, her eyes grew wide.
			

			
				The tip of Toryn’s sword found the soft spot just beneath her jaw. 
			

			
				He pushed it inward. It slid in easily. So easily. Hot red blood poured down the blade, coated the hilt, and swallowed his hand and forearm.
			

			
				Toryn dropped the sword with a cry, as if it had burned his skin. The blade hung rigid. It was stuck too deep within the woman's neck to fall free on its own. She tried to swallow, and it bobbed up and down.
			

			
				Any anger Toryn had experienced seconds ago disappeared. It had been stripped, replaced only with suffocating remorse. No, no, no, no. The body fell quietly. The rain was not strong enough to wash away the bright blood that sprung from her neck as she convulsed, gurgling on the ground, gnawing at the sky.
			

			
				“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t have a choice. You didn’t give me a choice. I didn’t have a choice!” Toryn yelled. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he whispered over and over again as she grew still.
			

			
				Tears ran heavily into the edges of his mouth, his nose dripped with snot, and the words dropped until they were just a soft whimper. Eventually they became only sobs. Even those grew silent. Still, his mouth framed the words. 
			

			
				I’m sorry. I’m sorry. He searched her face for forgiveness, but there was none to be found. Her eyes were still frozen in surprise. They remained fixated on him. Even lifeless, she stared through him.
			

			
				Toryn turned from her body, lashing the reins, and digging his heels into Tully’s rear. 
			

			
				“I’m sorry,” he choked, one last time.
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				Long before Aetrius had ever touched a sword, he had learned to hunt with a bow. It was a skill only perfected alongside Ryn. She was a better fighter than he, and she had taught him to hunt men. Aetrius found them now in the darkness. Their eye sockets, their armpits, their necks—any unguarded soft spot. Without leaving Ílmur’s back, he notched and released arrow after arrow. They raced to reach Orn, and every West Bank soldier that crossed their path unknowingly forfeited their life. Arrow after arrow found its mark, until his quiver ran dry. Ílmur never slowed. The hunter passed his prey before their bodies ever touched the ground.
			

			
				Two scouts crossed the road ahead of them. With no arrows left, Aetrius drew his sword. He still seethed with rage. The scouts did not look for danger. They did not search for enemies. They knew exactly who they had come to kill. Their negligence only made him more furious. He steered Ílmur to the left and aligned her with the frontmost scout, nudging her to go faster. He was nothing more than a passing shadow. A ghost.
			

			
				Ílmur led, slamming her muscular chest into the first woman's head and shoulders at full speed. The scout’s neck snapped like a dried branch. Her body launched forward, smashing into the stone road. Aetrius had locked his blade in place at his side, and as they passed the other, he drove the sword through his face. The steel flash separated the man's lower jaw from his mouth mid-sentence, painting Ílmur’s white side red.
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				No matter how hard the rain fell, it would not wash the blood from Toryn’s hands. It lingered beneath his fingernails, clung to his callouses, stained his skin dark. He could free his hand from his body and still the blood would remain.
			

			
				Loud voices broke the night often. Each time they did, Toryn turned down side streets and alleyways to hide. Tully was quick, and Toryn was careful, but it was worse than he had expected. Far worse.
			

			
				Bodies had been strewn across the streets and then trampled by men and horses. Others were tossed over fences, flung from buildings, and burned in piles. As he rode, he passed a tree where no less than twenty had been hanged from its branches. Doors had been ripped from hinges, windows broken, and stables and barns lit with animals still inside. The howls of the pigs filled Toryn with a dread so deep it ate a hole in his stomach, and he stopped to vomit before continuing.
			

			
				Only a few pockets of resistance seemed left. Here and there, guards fought off West Bank. Archers fired arrows from the roofs of buildings. Men exchanged swords on the corners of streets. Toryn watched them lose their battles from the shadows. One after the other.
			

			
				As the boy drew near to the gate, again the sounds of fighting rose. Ten guards held their own against a slew of nearly twenty or more West Bank scouts. Another five Stonehorn archers dotted the city wall behind them, loosing arrows into the fray, helping to even the overwhelming odds. To the right of their battle, the gate was wide open.
			

			
				His only chance.
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				On the opposite side of the city, Aetrius and Ílmur neared the town square. The houses were dense here. He slowed the horse to a trot and dismounted mid-stride. Aetrius rushed forward with Ílmur in tow. It was quiet. The town square offered no coverage, but to go around it would add more than twenty minutes to his task. He had no choice but to cross the open expanse. 
			

			
				Aetrius turned down the last alleyway between him and the square. At the far end of its length, a single West Bank scout stood with his back towards them. He was tall and slender, and he guarded the large opening in front of him intently.
			

			
				Aetrius released Ílmur’s reins, pointing to the ground below without saying a word.
			

			
				Stay.
			

			
				Leaving the horse behind, he ran forward, the heavy sound of rain on stone masking his approach. He buried his blade in the scout’s back just between the shoulder blades. With his other hand, he covered the man's mouth, muffling the surprised groan. Aetrius lowered him slowly into a puddle. He looked upward to the square and immediately pulled back into the alley, disgust overpowering his fear.
			

			
				Fuck. Aetrius tried to hide himself in the shadows. To shield himself from what he saw. His mouth hung slack. His stomach rolled. 
			

			
				The platform that he had clambered onto earlier that day was bowing and creaking under the weight of what looked to be nearly two hundred corpses. He could not distinguish one from another. They lay piled on each other, their bodies twisting like gnarled tree roots, sprouting from the legs and shoulders of others. Faces erupted from its alien form. They were twisted into expressions of agony, fear, and pain. Each one wore mismatched leather armor, colored in black and crimson. 
			

			
				Passers. City guards. All of them. 
			

			
				Bile rose in Aetrius’ throat, and he threw his head to the side and gagged. Somehow he managed to keep himself from vomiting. He took a few deep breaths and steeled himself. There was no time to lose.
			

			
				Aetrius returned his attention to the square. He avoided looking at the pile of corpses and instead searched the corners for more scouts. The one he had killed had been standing there waiting, as if guarding something, Aetrius knew he would not have been alone.
			

			
				He counted two more. The number was worryingly low. Orn did not have the luxury of waiting for him, however. He would have to take his chances.
			

			
				Aetrius took another step backward. He slunk deeper into the shadows, returning to the body he had left twisted beneath him. On the dead man's hip, he found a small quiver of shoddy arrows. He grabbed all six, putting five into his own quiver and notching the last.
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				100 feet to the gate.
			

			
				The fighting grew louder as Toryn exploded out from behind cover. Tully ran with all that he had, froth building around the edges of his mouth. 
			

			
				90 feet.
			

			
				Toryn could see the gate so clearly now. The darkness beyond the opened doors beckoned to him. Freedom. Safety. A hair's width away.
			

			
				80 feet.
			

			
				He just had to make it out. Then Aetrius would come to meet him. The world could go back to how it was. Just the two of them.
			

			
				70 feet.
			

			
				A guard’s voice spewed into the night from atop the wall. Clear and cutting, each syllable enunciated deliberately. “Another! He’s headed for the gate! Stop him! Stop him!”
			

			
				60 feet.
			

			
				Toryn spun his head, looking in every direction for the enemy, but no one was following him.
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				Aetrius pulled the arrow backward and winced. At some point he had taken a blow to the side. Only a bruise now, but it caught up with him in this brief moment of reprieve. His bow groaned under the weight of the draw. Aetrius released his breath, aimed high above the first man, and let go.
			

			
				The arrow disappeared into the night. Immediately, Aetrius notched the next arrow, swept over to the second target, and did the same. The first arrow caught the moonlight in the middle of the square like a beautiful jewel. He watched as it plummeted, buried itself deep within the scout, and with a sharp groan of pain, the man dropped.
			

			
				The second scout turned her head toward the sound. The next arrow slammed into her skull. The force of the collision flung her body backwards, her feet leaving the ground for a brief second. Aetrius listened for any other sounds in the square. Nothing. There is no time, he reminded himself, sucking his teeth. That will have to do.
			

			
				“Come, Ílmur,” Aetrius whispered loudly, looking back at her at the other end of the alley and motioning towards himself. She trotted forward, and Aetrius pulled himself into the saddle.
			

			
				The two shot out into the open, rushing across the square to the other side. It took them only seconds to reach the center and the pile of twisted bodies. Aetrius turned his head. He could not help himself. He wished he hadn’t, for in the interlocked mass of dead flesh, he locked eyes with Nerath.
			

			
				Aetrius ripped his gaze from the man. He nudged Ílmur forward. Faster.
			

			
				To move mountains, he murmured to himself, more prayer than anything else.
			

			
				Just as they reached the far road, four scouts stepped from behind the buildings that framed his exit. They rushed towards Ílmur in unison, each brandishing a long spear. They yelled and shouted. She reared. It happened too quickly for Aetrius to react. He fell from her back. His body slammed into the stone street beneath him, and his sword skittered away. The wind was sucked from his lungs. His head cracked against the stone.
			

			
				His vision went black. 
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				50 feet.
			

			
				Toryn whipped his head forward again, searching the scouts that were locked in combat with the guards—looking for the runner the guard was yelling about. He had to make sure no one got between him and the gate. Aetrius had given him one job, and he was determined to do it right.
			

			
				40 feet.
			

			
				A scout fell, cleaved nearly in two by a guard wielding a greataxe. 
			

			
				30 feet.
			

			
				The guard with the greataxe was run through with a spear. 
			

			
				20 feet.
			

			
				Toryn passed alongside the battle. It was an even fight, and they paid him no mind. Nothing else mattered now. He was free. He was safe.
			

			
				10 feet.
			

			
				Toryn’s right shoulder was thrown backwards violently as if he had been punched. The wind rushed from his lungs. He wrestled for control of his balance and just barely managed to hang onto the reins. Fighting desperately, muscles burning, he regained his position in the saddle and kept Tully on track. The pair passed through the gate, the echoes of Tully’s hooves filling the tunnel in the wall and spilling over.
			

			
				They shot out from the other side. The night air smelled purer than it had ever before.
			

			
				Then, the excitement faded. The adrenaline passed and a sharp pain tore through Toryn. His arm went numb at the shoulder. His vision blackened. The boy fell from Tully’s back with a loud yelp.
			

			
				Unable to contain his pain he cried out, whimpering into the darkness and writhing against the muddy ground. His breathing became ragged. His sight pulsed slowly back into focus. So slowly. Toryn reached up to touch the wound.
			

			
				The arrow jutted from his body at an awkward angle. Crimson plumage broke against the dark sky. It was nearly halfway in, lodged just between his chest and armpit. 
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				Aetrius hastened to gather himself, but his body was working against him. Get up! He commanded. His muscles screamed in agony. His head swam. The tip of a spear darted towards him, emerging from the fog.
			

			
				Aetrius instinctively rolled out of its way. Steel struck the ground with a loud crack. It skittered across the stone and spit forth sparks. He reached quickly towards his belt, where his palm found the worn handle of his knife. Aetrius flung the blade. It sped through the air, driving through the scout's throat. She coughed a thick bubble of blood from her mouth and nose, then she pitched forward.
			

			
				Get up!
			

			
				The other three were still moving to surround him, stepping over their limp companion to get there. Aetrius looked at the one that closed in from his left and couldn’t help but smile. The man looked puzzled as he palmed his weapon. Before he could send his spear forward, the full force of Ílmur's kick struck the base of his skull. Bone shattered. His limp body launched forward with such force that it landed on top of Aetrius, who shifted his position and dragged the corpse along with him. He used the body to catch the tips of the final two spears as the other scouts sent their weapons towards him. 
			

			
				The spears sunk into the dead man's flesh and Aetrius rolled out from beneath. He launched himself upwards towards the nearest man, bringing his knee to the scout’s jaw. The scout staggered backwards, his spear clattered against the ground as he reached for his face, and Aetrius had enough time to pull another dagger from his boot. He dug the blade into the side of the man's head, burying it to its hilt. He spun. It pulled free, ripping brains and blood along with it.
			

			
				Flipping the edge around in his hand until he held the blade instead of the hilt, Aetrius threw it toward the last scout. The woman instinctively raised her palm to shield herself. The dagger slammed straight through. It pinned her hand to her face—wedged itself deeply within her left eye. She teetered, slipped over the body of another, and fell in upon herself. Her foot twitched only once.
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				Toryn whimpered as Tully trotted nervously around him. His brain spun. The pain was rising. The taste of iron began to fill his mouth and he spat, covering a rock along the side of the trail with bright blood. The corners of his vision began to darken again as he grit his teeth and heaved himself from the ground.
			

			
				Another howl of pain. He was unable to contain them now. It took all his strength just to pull himself back into the saddle using his good arm. 
			

			
				It’s okay. Aetrius will know what to do. He will meet me at the temple, and he will know what to do, Toryn reassured himself, over and over. 
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				It took a great deal of effort for Aetrius to continue.
			

			
				Somehow, amidst the stars swimming across his vision, he found his sword and sheathed it. He collected his knife and dagger, ripping them from the bodies of the scouts and using their own capes to wipe their blood from the blades. 
			

			
				Fucking animals, Aetrius thought. 
			

			
				The first step in killing a man was to make him something else. The second, was to do the same to yourself. Aetrius wasn’t sure what he had become, but as he glanced at the towering mass of bodies in the square and his eyes found Nerath again, he realized that it did not matter. 
			

			
				Tonight, he was exactly what he needed to be.
			

			
				He limped to Ílmur. “Here I was thinking you didn’t care for me.” The horse snorted and pranced nervously in place. He mounted her once more, struggling this time. His back throbbed from his fall. The adrenaline was fading, and his wounds were growing. Oh, what he wouldn’t do for a healer.
			

			
				The Inked Hare was only a few blocks from the square, and as Ílmur galloped, Aetrius' worst fear became reality. A dull orange glow grew on the horizon. He could smell it before he could see it. They turned the last corner, and whatever strength he had left failed him. The Inked Hare, or what was left of it, was engulfed in flames. Nothing could have survived its fire.
			

			
				Orn was dead.
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				For how long he rode, Toryn was unsure. He fought tooth and nail against the dimming of his mind, and he lost over and over again, fading, and regaining consciousness. He rode until he came upon the gnarled and twisted oak tree. It was so large that the trail was forced to go around it to the left. Instead, he pulled Tully off to the right, following only the small traces of a path that once was. It would be invisible to those that did not know of its existence.
			

			
				On and off, Toryn could see the woman’s face, stricken with surprise, his sword buried beneath her chin. On and off, her hot blood poured down his arm, stuck between his fingers, and stained his shirt. He tried to wipe it away. Against his pants. Against Tully. Against the foliage. It would always return.
			

			
				The darkness frightened him, and each time his vision blurred he feared it would be his last. Her eyes followed him from the side of the trail in pairs. Sometimes, she laughed at him. Sometimes, she howled. The sounds of struggle began to fill his mind once more. The gnashing of teeth. The tearing of flesh. Beasts screaming into the darkness. Limbs separated from bodies. Blood and innards tossed from frames in wet squelches. 
			

			
				He laughed when Tully started to dance beneath him. His feet tapped the ground in his funny shoes. Barking, screaming, howling, laughing. The world around him jeered. Back and forth, Tully rocked and swayed. Toryn was stronger. He held the reins like iron shackles, forcing the horse forward toward the temple. He no longer knew what was real and what was only within his head. He began to cry once more.
			

			
				A large shadow rose from the darkness in front of him. It was her. It was the outline of a wicked beast. Two times the size of any man, it towered above him, even on Tully. A large maw of bone white teeth chattered. Its eyes bored into him. Hungry eyes. 
			

			
				Her eyes.
			

			
				Filled with her surprise and shock. They looked at him—through him. 
			

			
				“I’m sorry,” Toryn slurred from his saddle, tears pouring from his eyes as he looked at her. He reached forward with his bloodied hand and placed it against her cheek as she looked at him. “I’m sorry,” he whispered once more.
			

			
				Tully reared backwards with a viscous squeal. Toryn’s energy had left him. He did not reach for the reins. 
			

			
				Instead, he fell. Blackness rose to greet him before he reached the ground. It wrapped him with its warm embrace. Aetrius will know what to do. Toryn smiled as the darkness blanketed him. 
			

			
				He smiled as it carried him away.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 8:
			

			
				Court of Whispers
			

			
				 
			

			
				“At least try to pay attention, my Lady,” Monserrat croaked from behind thin lips. “You will be Queen someday.” The elderly woman stood swaying next to a map twice the height of herself, hunched heavily at her shoulders. Dull light framed her against the far wall of the scroll room. The map was ancient. Its parchment had long since yellowed and its rough edges curled inward lazily. Elena noticed that some of its rivers and mountains had been renamed in the centuries since its creation. Somehow, beside Monserrat, it looked new.
			

			
				Thume ate away at the center stretch of the map. Since Eidor’s rebellion, Valdarian blood had ruled over its mountains and valleys. My blood. The princess hastily studied it now, trying to appear as if she had been paying attention. Her eyes traced the crinkled corners. She wondered how she was ever to rule a land so large—a land that she had not even traveled in its entirety. Perhaps, when her father returned, they could discuss her journey to receive her stars. He had done his own long before her.
			

			
				Elena realized her mind was wandering again, and she returned her gaze to Monserrat, who was waiting not so patiently for the princess to focus. The old woman’s lower jaw bobbed up and down. She hadn’t many teeth left.
			

			
				Elena grimaced. “Apologies, Keeper.” She was finding it more and more difficult to concentrate on her history lesson. Tired from the thrashing that Kairn had given her earlier, and worried about her father, the last thirty minutes had seen her concentration dwindle rapidly. The scroll room was warm. The light of the fireplace was dull, and its crackle meditative. It wasn’t her fault.
			

			
				“Oh, what’s the use of it?” Monserrat grumbled. “I’ve lost my spot.” 
			

			
				Elena winced as the scroll keeper began pacing in front of the map. Her feeble frame swam in mud-brown robes. The color made her pale skin appear nearly translucent. Her forehead wrinkled so heavily that her brow overlapped most of her view, and white wispy hair grew from her spotted head. Elena could see the pinkness of her scalp through it.
			

			
				“Maps…scrolls…books…dust…always dust…mother’s will, soon I’ll be dust.” Monserrat spoke to herself, the words barely discernible, but Elena tried to listen anyway. “…Silver Fields…wait until I’m rotten…” She froze and turned to face the princess. “History was written to be read, my Lady, knowledge to be shared. If you are to rule over your people, you must first understand them—their laws, their customs, their religions. All they are is sown within their past like seeds within a field, ready only now to bear the fruit of their action. To be a great leader, you must rule not with prediction, but with understanding.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry, Monserrat. Really. It’s not my intent to trivialize your studies,” Elena said earnestly. “I just can’t seem to control my thoughts. My mind drifts, often unwillingly, to places far from here.”
			

			
				“It is not your fault, Princess.” Monserrat sighed. “Even my own wanders, of late. To grapple with one’s mind is to wrestle with an oiled pig.” Monserrat wheezed. For a second, Elena worried she was readying to die, but then she realized the scroll keeper was laughing. “I taught your father too and he was just the same. Always somewhere far away. Let us break for a while, perhaps we can discuss something of more interest to you.”
			

			
				“What do you mean?” Elena asked, raising an eyebrow. 
			

			
				“Your Highness,” Monserrat smiled, “remember when you were just a child, and you would come to me in the early mornings? You would beg and plead for scrolls on all manners of dangerous things: monsters, magic, aranor...”
			

			
				Elena smiled. She was young then, and bored. Monserrat had played along, but she would never give Elena the scrolls she desired, and Elena would often resort to stealing them. As if she could read Elena’s mind, Monserrat continued.
			

			
				“And then, you would steal them, yes…yes…only because I would leave them out on the corner table, mind you.” Monserrat smirked at Elena’s confused expression. “You think all the scrolls you ever wanted were kept in one place? Of course not. Your father never wanted you to read those scrolls, or worse, to see the drawings. Not at your age anyway. He was worried you would get nightmares, and so it was forbidden.”
			

			
				“He was right. They did give me nightmares.” Elena laughed. “Though I appreciate your defiance nonetheless, Keeper.” 
			

			
				Monserrat bowed her head slightly. “Well, you are a woman now, my Lady, and can do as you please. So, tell me, what is it you wish to learn? What is it that would draw you from your bed in the early morning?” 
			

			
				Elena was taken aback by the question, and by Monserrat’s obvious excitement at the task.
			

			
				The keeper continued. “No scroll is untouchable, no book barred, no king here to forbid it. Anything at all, I beg you. Let me be useful once more.” Monserrat smiled, all three teeth glinting in the candlelight. “What is the point of all of this knowledge if I rot alongside it? We have two more hours here before you’re off to bed, we may as well make it worth it. There will be time for the history of Thume tomorrow.”
			

			
				Elena looked around the scroll room, only now fully aware of its vastness. Tall stone walls met high vaulted ceilings. Thousands of compartments darted their surface, each one filled to the brim with dozens of scrolls and leather-bound books. Some were bright and new, others were darkened with age. The stories of hundreds of thousands of people and beasts, the rise and fall of nations, magic, and so much more.
			

			
				It was a daunting task to choose just one. But then she knew exactly what she wished to hear of.
			

			
				“My mother,” Elena announced suddenly. “What can you tell me about her?”
			

			
				“Ahh Queen Lilith Valdarian,” Monserrat said, chewing on her gums. “Kordula, before she became a Valdarian. She was from Kingsrest, which of course belongs to house Ramah now. Her marriage to your father is what ended the Bloody Winter and–”
			

			
				“I know that part, Monserrat,” Elena nodded. “What can you tell me that the books cannot? I was ten when she died, and I wish to know...” She trailed off, searching for the words.
			

			
				“You wish to know who she was as a person?”
			

			
				“Yes.” Elena smiled. That was a way of putting it. Truly, she wanted to know more than that. She wanted Monserrat to tell her that they were similar too. No one ever told her that. It was always ‘you’re just like your father.’
			

			
				Before Monserrat could continue, however, a loud knock shook the stone chamber. The door itself seemed to lift a few inches from the ground. It swung open without waiting for a response.
			

			
				“Oh, Gods above,” Monserrat whispered.
			

			
				Arnet, of the Kingsguard, ducked his head as he walked through the small doorway. He stood shimmering in his wet armor. His helmet, which was covered in green plumage to signify his position, was clasped between his left arm and body. His right rested on the hilt of his axe, as it always did. 
			

			
				Arnet had a soft and gentle face, despite his size. He grew no hair, not even eyebrows, and very closely resembled a tortoise with his thin beak-like lips and saggy chin. Though Elena would never tell him that. He was a fierce fighter, despite his appearance. 
			

			
				“Yer to follow me at once, your highness,” Arnet said, bowing his head. “You’ve been summoned by the Court of Whispers.”
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				Deep in the belly of the castle, Elena followed Arnet through winding stone corridors. Moisture clung to the walls, and the torch he carried did little to bend the darkness away. 
			

			
				“Where are we going?” Elena asked. She was unfamiliar with these tunnels. In fact, she was unfamiliar with any tunnels. She had not been allowed to explore beneath the castle.
			

			
				“Under the main tower, your highness,” Arnet grumbled from ahead. 
			

			
				Not much help, but he never was.
			

			
				“What for?”
			

			
				“Don’t right know, do I,” the large man shrugged. “Ain’t my business. Ye should know that I don’t ask questions, least of all from yer father or Sir Kairn. I’m right good at swinging my sword, and right poor at asking why.”
			

			
				“You are a good guard, Arnet,” Elena said with a touch of sarcasm. “The best that we have.”
			

			
				“Thank ye much.” His head bobbed. Her tone was lost on him. “Maybe when Kairn is done as Captain, ye can put in a word for me.”
			

			
				A small wooden door appeared at the edge of their torchlight, and a deep fear began to gnaw at the pit of Elena’s stomach. Arnet knocked once. Softly this time. He pulled the door open, motioned for her to continue through, and shut it behind her. 
			

			
				Each member of the Court of Whispers had been selected by Kairn and Varrow themselves, back when the stirrings of war had first reached their ears. Their purpose was singular. Collect and trade news, secrets, and lives throughout the seven great cities of Thume, and beyond. Though they were not rulers by name or blood, as the Royal Court was, little happened within the kingdom of Thume without their fingers pulling the threads. They were far more powerful than titles. 
			

			
				Until now, that was all Elena had ever known—all she had ever been allowed to know. To be summoned, for the veil of secrecy to be lifted, Elena knew that something of great bearing had occurred. 
			

			
				The Princess of Thume entered a circular chamber. The stone room was cast in dim light by poorly burning torches. It stunk of wet stone. Kairn sat rigid across from the doorway at a large round table. Whatever warmth he normally possessed was stifled. Where his hands rested against the dark wood, Elena noticed a large and intricate carving of a swallow. 
			

			
				Similar carvings placed in front of the other members that sat at the table denoted their position as Varrow’s birds, a vulture, a shrike, a hawk, a swan, and an owl. Six seats were empty: a gull, a dove, a crane, and a raven. Elena’s breath caught. She forced it from behind drawn lips. A sparrow and an oak also were empty, side by side.
			

			
				Kairn stood, his large chair scraping against the stone. “Princess.” He bowed his head only slightly and leaned over the table, supporting himself with his fists. None of the others rose. Elena studied what she could of their appearances. 
			

			
				To the left of Kairn, behind the carving of a vulture, was a tall and spindly bald man. Even seated, his torso was nearly twice the height of his neighbors. Gray untrimmed eyebrows flared outward, his nose hooked dramatically down towards his lips, and his gaunt face was clean, as if no hair grew or ever had. The man’s eyes sunk so deeply into his face that he resembled a skull. He was new to Elena.
			

			
				To his left was the Shrike. A shadow of an elven woman. Elena stifled her surprise. It was rare to see an elf in Oakguarde, and so she only had on a handful occasions. The darkness of the room lived in all the spaces between the elf’s sharp features. Raven hair, high cheekbones, her jaw was as sharp as the edge of a blade, and her amber eyes seemed to glow in the dim light. The faint trace of a smirk hung on her lips as she surveyed Elena with a scrutiny the others did not possess, and an intelligence they did not seem to match. Elena had to peel her eyes away.
			

			
				Next was the Hawk, a brute of a woman. Her ebony skin glistened in the torchlight. Her nose was flattened, her brows furrowed, and her hazel eyes scanned the room like a huntress. She looked as if a panther had turned into a woman. Elena knew her well. Gret Säd, ‘the Wind’, her soldiers called her. At Iltere, she and her army had pushed a West Bank regiment nearly double their size three miles back to their ships on the Lyari Sea. Their boats had left so quickly the soldiers of Thume had said “the wind” had blown them from the shores. A scowl was fixated on her scarred face—the kind that remained, even if she smiled through it. Though she looked as if she never smiled.
			

			
				To the right of Kairn sat the Swan and the Owl. The Swan was soft. A slightly upturned nose decorated his clean face, coils of blonde hair fell against his forehead and covered his ears, and his sharp sea blue eyes betrayed his boredom. He was young, and his armor was too clean to have ever been used for more than show. Emris Noll, a Son of the Sea. Elena knew his parents well enough, but not him. They ran the trade in Iltere. He had his father’s face. 
			

			
				The Owl, as if set beside the Swan in great irony, was another sharp elven woman. The complete opposite of the Shrike. Her eyes were narrowed and hooded, her own white hair pulled back into a tight bun, and thin crescent glasses rested on the bridge of her nose. Her face held great sorrow, and she regarded Elena with worry hanging from the corners of her eyes. Somehow, she seemed the most human of them all. More, even, than Kairn. 
			

			
				Elena held her gaze the longest, shifting only as her swordmaster returned to his seat.
			

			
				“Please sit, Your Highness.” Kairn’s voice was rigid. He motioned with his hand, waving it towards the chair directly in front of Elena. The sparrow. 
			

			
				The chair was heavy, and it ground against the floor as she pulled it from the table. All eyes lingered on the girl. Elena steeled her expression in response, lowering herself into the seat, she did not turn to look at the one that sat empty beside her. The tall oak tree. 
			

			
				Varrow. 
			

			
				Something was not right. Elena’s throat tightened, and she was forced to slip her hands beneath the table to conceal their trembling. The Shrike smirked. 
			

			
				“Now that the Sparrow has joined us, we will begin.” From his hip, Kairn drew a knife, its metal glinting in the light of the torches. The other members of the table sat upright in their chairs, stiff with anticipation. They drew blades of their own. 
			

			
				“By the blood of our mothers and the bones of our fathers, for the strength of our sons and the lives of our daughters.” In unison they chanted. Each pulled a blade across their palms to form a shallow cut. They pressed the fresh wounds against their carvings, allowing the grooves to saturate with their blood. Each bird stained red alongside their words. Kairn extended his knife expectantly. Elena did the same. Now was not the time to question.
			

			
				The adrenaline burning inside her allowed the knife to glide across her hand like butter. Only a small sting reminded her it was real. But that too faded into nothing. Elena filled the sparrow in front of her with blood and mimicked the tables other occupants.
			

			
				“The hour is late, and the fate of Thume hangs in precarious balance,” Kairn boomed. 
			

			
				As he spoke, Elena realized that the other members were as much in the dark as she was. Each of them clung to his every word—waited to learn the purpose of their summons with bated breath.
			

			
				“You have been called at the behest of our King, along with his heir, to discuss the immediate future of our kingdom. I have sent word to the others, for—”
			

			
				“We have delayed long enough,” the Shrike interrupted. She spoke in a raspy whisper. “Get on with it.”
			

			
				A brief look of annoyance washed over Kairn. It disappeared so quickly, Elena wondered if she had imagined it. 
			

			
				“The Oak has invoked Talüm thanas,” he announced.
			

			
				Elena’s heart plummeted within her chest as the birds of the table erupted. Their shouts filled the small room. Kairn looked tired, and for the first time in Elena’s life, she thought he looked quite old. Frustrated tears were rising within her eyes, but she held them at bay, unwilling to appear weak before the small council. 
			

			
				Talüm thanas. A tradition that predated her father—that predated Thume. A trial of the First Men. Varrow and Marcella would fight alone to decide the outcome of the entire war. It had never been used to decide the result of a conflict at this scale.
			

			
				“Varrow would chance all of Thume for the sake of honor!?” The Vulture shouted in protest, breaking through the throng of frantic voices. He stood from his chair awkwardly, like a puppet pulled from far away strings, towering over the seated members. 
			

			
				“King Varrow!” The words pushed from behind Elena’s lips, which had been drawn tight in anger. The nape of her neck burned against the accusation. 
			

			
				“Forget your station, girl. It means nothing here,” the Shrike crooned, her lips once again tracing a thin smile. “We are all equals under the ground. That is why your father chose to bury us here.” 
			

			
				Elena wanted nothing more than to smack the smirk from her smug face.
			

			
				“Do you want our honesty, or our allegiance?” the elf asked.
			

			
				“I will have both.” Elena’s fist clenched beneath the table. In. Out. She tried to force her anger and fear to dissipate.
			

			
				“If you must demand it, then you will not have it. Honesty and servitude are opposite sides of the same coin.”
			

			
				“Enough,” Kairn interjected calmly, as if he had done this before. Elena imagined he had. He returned his gaze to the Vulture. “Do you take the king for a reckless fool?” He paused and let the question hang in the room between them until the Vulture averted his eyes and returned to his seat. “Orleskeep is lost. The king and his army have met Marcella instead at Misthold. Worse, the Red Ridge has fallen. The Dove sent word to Varrow and to myself just this morning.
			

			
				“West Bank’s army will descend upon Stonehorn. It will be days before they break the walls, but there will be no time to send reinforcements. The city will fall. And when they had finished, they will advance upon our primary forces at Misthold, and surround them. They will butcher our remaining soldiers and kill our king.”
			

			
				Elena searched for a solution in her head, trying and failing again and again to find an outcome in which her father would be safe.
			

			
				“Impossible,” the Owl chirped from Kairn’s right, shaking her thin head in disbelief. “The Ridge is our strongest front. There are more soldiers—more Shadestalkers there than anywhere in Thume.”
			

			
				“Our enemy managed to create an entrance to the mines beneath the mountains,” Kairn declared with finality. “Not only that, but they were able to navigate their way through the labyrinth. They are coming.” He glared at the Vulture. “Your king did not invoke the death rite for the sake of his honor, but because of it. There is but one small chance to save all of Thume, and he means to take it.” The birds of the table looked at each other with varying expressions of disbelief.
			

			
				“How great is his chance?” Elena asked. 
			

			
				Kairn’s gaze fluttered to her, their eyes locking in a brief moment before he averted his.
			

			
				Her heartbeat rose again. Not good.
			

			
				“Marcella is an angry bitch,” the Hawk said, in a heavy accent. The people of Windkeep, where the Hawk was raised, were close to the border of Lamel and had kept many of its traits. “Trap her in a corner, and she will bite. Her honor forbids her from denying his request. Her treachery forbids her from losing.”
			

			
				The Shrike scoffed.
			

			
				“And if he loses?” The Swan’s voice came sweet as honey. Its warmth was out of place in the chamber. “What of Thume? What of us? What of his succession?” He looked at Elena apologetically.
			

			
				“Varrow has made his position clear,” Kairn instructed. “Princess Elena is his heir, both by blood and by choice. If he loses… if he dies… Marcella will come for her next.”
			

			
				A shiver traced its way down the edges of the Princesses’ spine.
			

			
				“Queen Nai’i will not stop with Varrow. As long as there is someone out there to challenge her right to rule, she will hunt them. I do not care for displays of honor against the honorless. We cannot allow Marcella to seize Thume—to sit upon the Oaken Throne,” Kairn continued. “There is far too much power here, and she is far too dangerous. We will continue with the plan we discussed before Varrow’s departure. The Crane and the Gull have already been put to task.”
			

			
				“What plan?” Elena snapped. She looked at Kairn, unable to hide her anger and betrayal. How much had he and her father been keeping from her? She wondered.
			

			
				“We, and your father, believe that the Royal Court will turn on you,” the Shrike answered almost smugly. “Too many among them would kill you for station. Or for power. What good is allegiance if it gets you hanged? They will shift their loyalty to the side they presume to be the victor. If Varrow dies, you cannot stay here.”
			

			
				Elena looked to Kairn, searching for his confirmation.
			

			
				“She is right,” Kairn said. 
			

			
				Elena wished she had not sought his words. They did not bring her comfort. 
			

			
				“If your father loses, you will leave for Edgewater, which has already pledged loyalty to your cause. From there, we will organize your allies. The Gull has already begun his work, as have we, at this table.” The birds nodded, almost in unison. “Marcella will not pursue you into North Lamel. There, we will have more time.”
			

			
				“Windkeep will remain ever loyal,” the Hawk grumbled. 
			

			
				“East Watch, as well,” the Vulture added, quickly. 
			

			
				The others remained silent, shifting in their seats, and avoiding Elena’s gaze. It seemed their cities were not amongst her list of friends.
			

			
				“Stonehorn is lost,” the Shrike said, waving her hand. “Shame.” She looked at Kairn with disgust. “I will ride to the Dove this evening when our business is concluded. But I am afraid I must ask, what of the Crown of Eidor?”
			

			
				The elf’s frame grew taller. Her honeyed eyes shined more brightly than they had before, and the rest of the table seemed to lean forward in their seats. Elena had not considered it until now, but she wondered too. What of the crown? Without it, her claim to the throne was useless. 
			

			
				“The crown is already in motion. The Raven had it sent to Stonehorn,” Kairn responded. A silence filled the room as the Shrike narrowed her eyes. Her anger hung in the air. 
			

			
				“It was sent to my city, without my knowledge?” she asked. Each word was calculated. Deliberate. “Why is it, that each member of this table begs for my counsel, only to undermine me at each turn?”
			

			
				Before Kairn could respond, the Swan chimed in, and with it some of the tension seemed to melt. “Perhaps I am more daft than the rest,” he murmured as sweetly as he had before, “but I imagine there is a plan in place, and that we are not just handing the crown to our enemy, seeing as you just told us that they are advancing on Stonehorn?”
			

			
				“You are dafter than the rest of us,” the Vulture said, “but I too, am concerned.”
			

			
				“The crown has been sent to one of your contacts in the city, Shrike,” Kairn said, looking at the elf almost apologetically. “A bookkeeper, I was told.”
			

			
				The Shrike’s eyes filled with venom. No one else seemed to notice. No one save Elena.
			

			
				“It is set to arrive tonight, and he is to send it north, to Direfell—to the Dove. From there, it will be brought to Edgewater to meet Elena. Or, if things go well, and none of this is needed, it will be returned to us here in Oakguarde.” Kairn swung his eyes across the faces of everyone gathered at the table. “Our job is to prepare for the worst, and to hope for the best. Varrow may still end this war tonight.”
			

			
				“Or begin another,” the Owl chirped.
			

			
				Elena’s head was spinning. She thought she might vomit. Her world teetered around her, balanced between chaos and order. 
			

			
				All it needed was a push. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 9:
			

			
				From the Ashes
			

			
				 
			

			
				Fire poured from the windows of the Inked Hare like water from a glass. It licked the frame of every door and window. Twisted its perfect face sour. Aetrius had grown from a boy to a man within its thick wooden walls. As he watched the shop become twisted, its outline marred by deep red and orange flames, he was made a child once more, small in its shadows. 
			

			
				A crack rang from deep within, so loud it seemed to split the heavens, and the distinct decrescendo of thousands of broken glass shards raining down upon the interior followed. Even after the hellish ringing had long since diminished, a constant buzz filled his ears with noise.
			

			
				Orn was dead. The city was lost.
			

			
				 Since Aetrius had stepped from the threshold of his home and into the night, time had moved at an unprecedented pace. Now, it passed in slow motion. He wanted to cry. He wanted to scream, to yell, to run his throat raw and ragged. But all he could do was sit in silence as the heavy hands of the flames ate away at the outlines of a life he had all but forgotten, and only just begun to remember. 
			

			
				Despair washed over him with the rain. 
			

			
				What was it all for, he wondered, if it only ended like this anyway? Two years of his life. Two years he had made himself more beast than man. For what? The city was lost. The Hare was gone. Orn was dead. His friends on the Ridge had surely been killed or captured. 
			

			
				It would have been easier to give in, to die here with his city and his old life. But something far away stirred at his heart. Toryn, he remembered. I still have Toryn. I’ll always have Toryn. And he knew Toryn still needed him. 
			

			
				Aetrius looked deeply at the outline of the Inked Hare one last time, then turned Ílmur back towards the direction from which they had come and began to ride away.
			

			
				A scream broke from behind him as soon as Ílmur stepped off. The kind of wail that stood his hair on end and twisted his bones beneath his skin. He pulled his sword from his sheath as the door of the Hare exploded outward.
			

			
				A man in a guardsman’s cloak hurled from the threshold alongside the door’s wooden fragments. Pieces struck the stone street. Chunks crashed into the buildings on the opposite side, shattering glass windows. The Stonehorn guard came to a stop nearly thirty feet away, folded over himself, and splayed out, releasing a few agonized gasps. Aetrius' stomach lurched.
			

			
				The man had broken a leg in the fall. Jagged white bone protruded from his bloodied flesh. Before Aetrius could move to help, a flicker of movement in the shadows of the doorway stole his attention. He snapped to a fighting stance, his sword rigid in his hands.
			

			
				Orn?!
			

			
				From the darkness, a familiar shape emerged and Aetrius sighed in relief. He returned his sword to his sheath quickly. The relief was short-lived, however, as the dwarf walked out into the light of the street. His hands clutched desperately at his stomach. Grasping handfuls of fabric from his robes stained dark with blood, Orn saw Aetrius, their eyes connecting for a brief moment. The bookkeeper raised a finger to point towards the guard.
			

			
				“Traitor,” he whispered so softly it was almost inaudible. Then he fell. His body tumbled down the rest of the stairs. 
			

			
				Despair became wrath. Traitor. The word reverberated in Aetrius’ skull. Orn was many things, but a liar he was not. It seemed so obvious now. Pieces of the jumbled story clicked into place with the word. West Bank had started inside of the city. The guards beside Nerath had helped them in,
			

			
				Aetrius dismounted Ílmur, more rage than man. He did not redraw his sword. Closing the distance, he kicked the guard in the stomach as hard as he could. The force sent the man gasping onto his back. Aetrius fell on top of him, quickly enough that the man could not protect himself. The guard’s eyes darted from side to side. He searched for an escape like an animal caught in a trap. 
			

			
				Aetrius offered none. 
			

			
				“Traitor!” He smashed his fist into the man's face. 
			

			
				The guard was young, his beard neat and trim, his hair long and black. He could’ve been Aetrius’ brother, they looked so alike. 
			

			
				Coward..
			

			
				The guard’s nose gave way under the force of Aetrius’ blow.
			

			
				Animal. 
			

			
				In the light of the burning shop, Aetrius struck again and again. The man tried everything to protest his death. He ripped at Aetrius' face. He dug into Aetrius’ skin with his fingernails until Aetrius began to bleed. He twisted and squirmed underneath him, attempting to push Aetrius off. It made no difference. 
			

			
				Traitor!
			

			
				One final smash and the man fell limp. Still, Aetrius beat into him. Tears began to stream from his face. A great cry rose from his chest but when it reached his lips only a silent gasp escaped. He continued, slamming into the man until he was an unrecognizable pile of pulpy flesh and blood—each punch only a wet squelch. 
			

			
				A soft whimper pulled him from his frenzy.
			

			
				“Aetrius,” Orn wheezed softly. “Aetrius, you have to go.” Aetrius peeled himself from the pile of ruined flesh and rushed to Orn’s side. He scooped the dwarf from the ground and pulled him into an embrace, despite Orn’s soft protest of pain.
			

			
				“I thought they killed you,” Aetrius sobbed. “I thought you were dead.” 
			

			
				Orn’s hair was disheveled, his glasses were missing, and his face was covered in ash and grime. He looked up at Aetrius, his eyes lingering for a moment before they settled on his burning home. 
			

			
				“I am dead,” the dwarf whispered, his body slouching into Aetrius’ hands. The blood around his abdomen expanded quickly across his robe. “You have to leave me, son. You have to go. Get Toryn and go. Run. Get as far away as you can.” 
			

			
				Aetrius lowered Orn to the ground and rushed to Ílmur as Orn struggled to pull a large book from his robes. The outside of it was stained with his own blood. 
			

			
				“I have friends to the north,” Orn murmured, “they will help you. They will protect you. Please. Take this to them.” He extended the book outward.
			

			
				Aetrius removed a small leather pouch from Ílmur’s saddlebags and carried it back over. He swept the book out of the way as he knelt. As his hand brushed against it, his stomach churned. His heart skipped a beat. The hair on the tops of his arms stood on end. A soft pressure pinched inward at the base of his skull.
			

			
				Magic?
			

			
				“Keep your books, Orn. You can carry them yourself.” Aetrius opened Orn’s robe to look upon the wound in his stomach. It was deep. Deep enough to make him bite the inside of his cheek, but he had seen soldier’s return from worse. “This is going to sting, Orn, but you have to trust me.” 
			

			
				Orn snatched Aetrius’ wrist and held it in place. In the distance another building cracked and tumbled, the sound unmistakable. Try as he might, Aetrius could not free his hand. 
			

			
				“Let me go, son,” Orn’s lip quivered, and his voice broke, “it’s time.” He was trying to be brave, Aetrius could tell, but he looked frightened. “I’ve nothing left.”
			

			
				“Enough,” Aetrius commanded. He ripped his hand free and grabbed a handful of Orn’s bloody robe. His voice softened. “Enough. You have me. You have Toryn, and we still need you—I still need you. I cannot do this alone, Orn. I cannot raise him alone.”
			

			
				Aetrius did not wait for a response. He grabbed a handful of something that looked like moss, and a thick bundle of fabric from the pouch. Then, he drove his fingers into the wound methodically. Using some of the fabric he removed as much of the stagnant blood as he could with a single scooping motion. Immediately, he used his other hand to pack the wound with the moss before it filled again, pushing it towards the source of the bleeding and holding pressure against it.
			

			
				Orn roared in pain, and Aetrius covered his mouth with his other hand, hushing him. Now was not the time to draw unwanted attention. After a minute passed, Aetrius grabbed another large strip of the fabric. Huffing as he worked, he lifted Orn from the ground and wrapped it around his body. He covered the wound four times before the length dwindled and he was forced to tie it off.
			

			
				“That’ll stop the bleeding,” Aetrius said, breathing heavily and wiping his hands against his own cloak, “but it won’t hold. We need to find a healer, or you will not make it long.” He stood. “Up. Up, old man. We’ve already wasted too much time.” Aetrius picked Orn from the ground, prompting another softer howl of pain. 
			

			
				With a grunt, he slung Orn over his shoulder and returned to Ílmur. She stood waiting for Aetrius as he approached, turning her body so that he could place the dwarf on the saddle more easily. Aetrius clambered on just behind Orn, wrapping his arms around him to reach the reins, and supporting his body with his own.
			

			
				“The Hímal,” Orn’s voice faded out, then rolled back in, “from the north?” He was breathing heavily, and every now and then the rhythm of his breaths seemed to change. 
			

			
				“Ílmur is her name. She will get us out of the city,” Aetrius said with pride, again rubbing her neck. “There is still time for us.”
			

			
				Aetrius sent Ílmur back towards the square. He did not look back. His hands still throbbed—bruised from his kill. Using them to treat Orn had not erased the marks of his violence. 
			

			
				Aetrius shifted his mind elsewhere. “We make for the east gate,” he yelled at Orn over the rain. “I sent Toryn hours ago. He is gone by now, waiting for us. We will ride to meet him.”
			

			
				“You should’ve left me,” Orn replied quietly, the wind carrying his voice back to Aetrius. It was little more than a whisper. His voice faltered. “You wasted too much time coming here. We won’t make it.”
			

			
				“I would not have been able to forgive myself had I left without you,” Aetrius said.
			

			
				“You won’t live because of it.”
			

			
				“I have died a hundred times. What’s another?”
			

			
				“Was there anyone else?” Orn gasped in pain. He shuddered against Aetrius. “Did anyone else make it out?”
			

			
				Aetrius remembered the piled corpses. The dead father and his children, and the burnt husks and trampled bodies. West Bank had left none alive. 
			

			
				“Few passed me on my way to you,” Aetrius murmured. “I’m unsure how many survived.”
			

			
				“They let them in,” Orn groaned. “They let them into the city. I was cleaning the shop and I heard people screaming. I tried to run, but there wasn’t any time,” he recounted. “They–” he coughed dark blood onto his hands, “–they came for me. West Bank disguised as our own guards.”
			

			
				It was his fault. He had seen them this morning at the gate. Fresh men. Speaking Elvish. He should have known. He should have done something. Instead, he doomed them all…
			

			
				“Save your strength, Orn. There will be time to speak later.”
			

			
				Orn wheezed in front of him as they rode. Ílmur was quick, but the road was clouded by debris. The obstructions prevented her from reaching a full sprint, the pair forced instead to navigate the maze carefully. 
			

			
				“Son?” Orn called back after a long stretch of silence. His shoulders staggered when he spoke, Aetrius could tell he was in pain.
			

			
				“Yes?”
			

			
				“I’m glad you came for me.” 
			

			
				Aetrius said nothing. He didn’t have to. He continued to lead Ílmur back the way they had come, retracing their path from earlier. It was the fastest way to reach the gate, and the best way to avoid encountering more enemies.
			

			
				Together, they rode through the town square, skirting around the dead scouts that had staged Aetrius’ ambush earlier, their bodies still stuck in the positions in which they had fallen. Aetrius shifted his gaze as they went alongside the pile of dead guards, this time ensuring he would not see another familiar face. Orn vomited over the side of Ílmur at the sight. She did not slow. 
			

			
				They wove through the back roads and alleyways until they had passed along the road that led down to Aetrius and Toryn’s home. After that, it became new territory, and the further they rode, the more Aetrius worried. Fear gnawed at his stomach. It attacked him with every limp body that they passed. 
			

			
				Please be alive, he thought to himself over and over again as he stared at the limp figures, searching for Toryn’s features.
			

			
				As they neared the gate, they passed small groups of dead guards. Scattered. Sporadic. They appeared to have put up a fight. In the end, they had always lost. Admirable, in some sad way. If there had been traitors among the guards’ numbers, it was not many. With each body, the old dwarf’s shoulders rose and fell against Aetrius’ chest. He sobbed, though he did not make a sound. Aetrius wished more than anything in that moment, that he could protect Orn from it all. Shield him from the pain—shield him from the life Aetrius had grown to know but had been separate until now.
			

			
				They passed another group and Aetrius noticed that the blood on these bodies pooled bright. Fresh. He nudged Ílmur to go faster.
			

			
				“Those guards died no more than twenty minutes ago. The scouts are still moving towards the gate. It could still be open,” Aetrius yelled to Orn. “There’s still a chance!” They continued to pick up speed until the gate exploded into view. 
			

			
				From the top of the merlons, four city guards hung from their ankles. Their heads had been removed. Blood darkened the red wall behind them. 
			

			
				Aetrius swore loudly and pulled Ílmur to a stop.
			

			
				“The gate is closed,” Aetrius growled, rubbing the bridge of his nose between his fingers, and moving Ílmur back behind the corner, out of view. 
			

			
				“Are there scouts on the wall?” Orn asked. 
			

			
				“Not that I can see, no. They’ve strung up the guards and left them.” Aetrius scanned the section, peeking around the stone building that sat on the edge of the street. “There are two beside the gate.” Aetrius scowled. No one escapes, he thought. 
			

			
				“If you can kill them, I can get the gate open,” Orn said, his voice cold as stone. Something seemed to have hardened within him during their ride over and Aetrius did not like the sound of it.
			

			
				“What do you mean, you can get the gate open?” Aetrius asked. “It’s barred from the outside. The only way out is over, and I won’t leave Ílmur behind,” he muttered. Ílmur snorted when he said her name, and he patted her shoulder reassuringly. “If you stay here with her, maybe I can-”
			

			
				“Do you trust me?” Orn asked, cutting him off, and turning to look over his shoulder to Aetrius. His eyes were bloodshot, and his face pallid. Still, he held an expression of hardened focus.
			

			
				“With my life, but–”
			

			
				“Then ride to the gate as fast as you can,” Orn’s face hardened, “and kill the fucking scouts. Whatever you do, don’t stop.” 
			

			
				Aetrius nodded solemnly and slammed his heels into Ílmur, something he never did, and she speared towards the gate, taking off so quickly that he lost control for a brief moment. Still, he released his arrows. They were the poor ones he had picked up from the dead scout at the square, and they were heavy in his hands. He knew they did not fly the way his own did. But he had adjusted his aim accordingly.
			

			
				Two times, the fletching feathers slipped from his fingers, a gentle brush against his skin.
			

			
				Two times, scouts fell.
			

			
				Aetrius and Orn would have gone undetected, but Ílmur’s hooves clattered loudly against the stone road in their hurry. Rushing past the buildings that lined the street, dozens of scouts began to pour from the inns and taverns, many holding food and drink in hand.
			

			
				Aetrius seethed with rage. He wanted to kill them all. To rip the drink from their hands, to make it so they never ate again. But he did not stop. That was a fight he would not win. The gates were rising quickly, and his escape was in sight. The scouts fumbled for their weapons, but it was already too late. Ílmur carried them far too fast. 
			

			
				“I hope you know what you’re doing!” Aetrius yelled at Orn, desperation rising in his voice. Closer and closer they got, until the large oak doors of the gate loomed above them. Aetrius fought every nerve in his body to keep riding forward, bracing his shoulders and back for the impact.
			

			
				It happened in a fraction of a second—so minute that there was no time for him to process it. When they were so close that Aetrius could have reached out to touch the door, a faint glow left Orn’s open palm and shot outward. It connected with the center of the two closed doors, and as soon as it touched the wood, Aeolin went silent. It was as if all sound had been sucked from the world around him. Only the dull pounding of his heart filled his ears.
			

			
				Then, the oaken doors shattered outward, exactly the same as the door of Orn’s shop. The sound returned with a roar as millions of shattered wooden fragments burst into the open air. The pair rode out into the night in a flurry, surrounded by chaos—by hot air and ash.
			

			
				Aetrius’ face stung as small splinters of wood caught on his skin, and he closed his eyes, raising an arm to shield himself. The darkness swallowed them.
			

			
				Ílmur rode on until the ringing in Aetrius’ ears subsided. He moved his hand from his face to see the trail ahead of them. It was littered with the bodies of other attempted escapees, from before the gate had been shut. Again, he searched for Toryn.
			

			
				Again, he did not find him.
			

			
				A charred fragment of the banner of Stonehorn drifted aimlessly down towards the ground with the ashen wind in front of him—caught in Orn’s blast. Aetrius snatched it from the sky as he rode past, tucking it into the saddle bag.
			

			
				“Magic?!” Aetrius hollered, his voice half fear half excitement. He let out a rolling laugh, his arms and head were buzzing with energy. “Magic… this whole time?” His ears were ringing, and he reached up and felt blood trickling from them. 
			

			
				Orn slumped forward and began to slide off of Ílmur’s back. Aetrius reached forward and snatched him by the back of the robes, keeping him in the saddle. He was no longer conscious. 
			

			
				No, not yet. Stay with me you old bastard. Stay with me.
			

			
				“C’mon girl, c’mon!” Aetrius urged Ílmur to go even faster, and they sped forward, leaving the city behind.
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Aetrius reached the gnarled oak tree that split the trail in two three hours after leaving Stonehorn behind. The rain stopped an hour prior. Orn did not stir as they rode. His shoulders rose and fell with labored breathing. Sweat collected on his skin. Aetrius knew he was alive, and that was enough for now, but he was dying.
			

			
				As soon as they diverged onto the game trail, Ílmur stopped. She snorted and pinned her ears back. Aetrius could get her to move no further.
			

			
				“Come, girl, we are almost there,” Aetrius pleaded. “You can’t stop now. I know the trail ends, you just have to trust me. I have taken us this far, right?” 
			

			
				Ílmur took a few steps backward. 
			

			
				“Please, Ílmur.” Aetrius rubbed her neck, he hummed to her, he tried everything he had seen Ryn do when she stopped listening in the past. It took much more coddling and soothing before she was willing to walk down the overgrown path, and they had ridden for no more than fifteen minutes before he stumbled upon what had made the mare so uneasy. 
			

			
				Thuluk. Aetrius panicked. He drew his sword. Ílmur must have smelled them, he realized.
			

			
				But the pack of creatures did not move. They lay sprawled across the trail, or at least, what was left of them. The one closest to him had been nearly six feet tall at one point, but something much bigger had gotten to it. Its body was shredded. Torn to bits. One of its arms was missing. Its abdomen was split, innards pooled onto the ground around it. With skin or dark and muddled red, like the deep stone within the mountains. Its eyes were all pupil—pitch black, with no whites.
			

			
				Aetrius couldn’t believe it. He had never seen one. Let alone an entire pack. Almost no one had. They did not come out from beneath the mountains. Miners spoke of them in hushed whispers when he was a child, saying they lived in packs deep beneath the surface of the Ridge, and would drag away anyone that was stupid enough to dig too deep, or even worse, dig alone.
			

			
				Its face was shaped like that of a wolf. Thin skin stretched over two large nostril holes and a massive mouth filled with jagged teeth. The lower jaw had been torn from this creature. A large chunk had been taken from the front of its snout as well. Aetrius racked his brain, but in his exhaustion, he could imagine nothing capable of doing this.
			

			
				Toryn, he remembered suddenly. His breath caught in his throat. Where is my brother?
			

			
				“Go, Ílmur. Run!” He spurred the horse forward, galloping over the strewn bodies and pieces of thuluk as he rode.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 10:
			

			
				Queen of Thume
			

			
				 
			

			
				Elena watched the light of the rising sun wash against the stone ceiling far above her as she lay completely still in her bed. She had woken an hour ago. It was still dark then. Unable to fall back asleep, she had worked her way along her body, tucking all of her blankets beneath herself until she was sufficiently cocooned. She had always done that when the rising pangs of stress grew within her heart. Even when she was just a small girl. Something about the swaddling of the blankets allowed her mind to relax, even when her body could not.
			

			
				It had not worked this time. 
			

			
				The princess had been restlessly drifting in and out of consciousness all night. The majority of the time had been spent as she was now. Awake. Staring at the ceiling. She had listened as whispered voices trailed up and down the hallways of the castle. She had hoped that one of them would linger at her door. 
			

			
				But no one had come knocking. Not Monserrat. Not Arnet. Not Kairn.
			

			
				Elena sighed heavily and readied to raise from her bed when the soft fluttering of wings sounded from just beyond her window. She lifted her head from the pillow, and a small swallow flew in through the opening. 
			

			
				Elena’s room was large. Stone ceilings and floors were separated by a generous ten-foot distance. Her walls were decorated with her favorite works of art, dried flowers, bird feathers, snake skins, and hanging bones. Anything that suited her fancy. As the swallow crossed the room, its fluttering wings turned the air enough to shake the decor.
			

			
				The bird landed just at the foot of her bed and released a quick song. Four notes, spaced in intervals of two. A call and a response. Elena knew them well. She rocketed up, un-wedging herself from the tight prison that she had created within her blankets. The bird squawked loudly and leapt out of her way. 
			

			
				“Sorry, sorry,” she offered reassuringly, but her mind was elsewhere. Father. The bird scurried forward, darting towards her hands and Elena noticed a thin scroll tied into place with green thread on its left leg. She reached out and removed it. The princess was careful not to hurt the small creature. As soon as she secured the parchment, the swallow shot back out through the window, leaving the parchment swaying on her walls. 
			

			
				Elena heart pounded within her chest. Her fingers felt slow and sluggish. Even still, she managed to unfurl Kairn’s message. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				‘All that we feared has come to pass. It is time. Trust no one. Ready yourself. Whatever you do, do not drink from the cup. Await me, Sparrow. –K’
			

			
				 
			

			
				Her stomach shrunk inward upon itself, hot acid gnawing at the walls. Her heart stopped beating. Her chest tightened like a steel cage around her lungs and her breath became labored and hard to manage. 
			

			
				Varrow Valdarian, the Wandering Oak, the King of Thume… her father, was dead.
			

			
				There was no time. Elena rose quickly, ripping the small note into the tiniest pieces that she could muster and stuffing them under her pillow. She sped across the room, bare feet pattering against the cold stone floor. Her body worked mechanically, every motion routine. There was no thought. Her vision blurred and she reached up to brush a tear from her eye, puzzled that it had come before she continued dressing.
			

			
				The princess was hunched over in her chestnut linen gambeson, lacing her dark black boots as a set of loud footsteps rose from the end of the hall and worked rhythmically towards her bedroom. 
			

			
				Elena began working faster, starting with her shin guards, and making it all the way to her chainmail shirt before a heavy hand knocked against her door. Trust no one, she reminded herself.
			

			
				Three times it shook the door on the frame.
			

			
				“Just a second!” Elena called to the door, struggling to wrap her belt around the thick mail.
			

			
				The door creaked open despite her call, leaving Arnet to stand awkwardly in the doorway. Elena breathed a sigh of relief. Arnet. Loyal Arnet.
			

			
				“Gettin’ ready so early, m’lady? Thought you din’t ave sword lessons today,” Arnet asked. He looked towards her kindly, a faint smile teasing the corners of his lips.
			

			
				“I thought I might go work by myself before my other lessons. It seemed needed after yesterday’s failure,” Elena huffed as she continued donning the last of her armor.
			

			
				“‘Twas no failure, Princess. Sir Kairn’s just ‘ard on ye.” He winked and shot her a toothy grin. “Ope, almost forgot.” He moved through the doorway and into the room, stepping out of the entryway. Behind him was Greer, another Kingsguard to whom she had spoken only on a few occasions. 
			

			
				Greer was short, and snivelly. Blonde locks coiled downward to his shoulders. His hairline had receded severely in recent years, leaving only a large peak in the center of his forehead. In his arms he was holding a silver platter. A full breakfast spread. She hadn’t had a good breakfast in a while. Once they started reallocating funds to the front for the war, Varrow ensured that they were not eating decadently. He insisted they eat the same as their people did, and that no extra expense be wasted on extravagance at the castle. Elena couldn’t help but notice the bowl of blueberries. 
			

			
				They were her favorite, and probably the last of the whole season. 
			

			
				“Breakfast in bed?” Elena frowned. Ninon, the castle cook, did not take kindly to food leaving the kitchen. “What's the occasion?”
			

			
				“You know they ain’t tellin’ us nuffin,” Arnet chuckled, “but suffink big is ‘appening for sure. Lots of folk running all about the grounds this morning. Maybe someone’s comin’ ta visit.”
			

			
				Greer walked forward quietly with the tray until he stood just before Elena where he bowed, holding it outward.
			

			
				Elena had always been keen on details. She had been raised to be that way. No blouse was to be untucked, no leather strap too long past its buckle, no bed unmade. She paid attention to things that most people did not, and as she took the tray, she could not help but pay attention to Greer. 
			

			
				The guard’s right hand trembled, only slightly, but enough to gently shift the contents of the tray. When she grasped the edges and took it from him, he stood, and she noticed that his brow was beaded with sweat, despite the chill of the morning hanging in the castle. 
			

			
				Trust no one. The note swam forward again in her mind, and her nerves began to rise. “Thank you, Greer,” she forced the words out as casually as she could muster, then turned and began moving towards her dresser.
			

			
				Elena was painfully aware of their eyes on her back as she crossed the remainder of the room. There was a cup on the corner of the tray. Steam poured from it, alongside a sickly-sweet smell. 
			

			
				Do not drink from the cup. 
			

			
				Elena placed the tray down gently and forced a smile to set upon her lips before she turned back around. “It smells lovely,” she insisted. She continued getting dressed, adding her shoulder pauldrons to her frame. “Ninon has outdone herself.”
			

			
				“‘Twas lovely,” Arnet affirmed. “They let us ‘ave some too. Special blueberry tea, just for you.” He smiled again, but this time the charm was gone. 
			

			
				Elena was afraid, and she wished more than anything that she had her sword. She swore to herself that she would never part from it again. Not so long as she lived, if she could just fine a way back to it. She continued getting ready, more noisily now, attempting to signal to the men that it was time to leave. 
			

			
				The pair did not budge from the doorway. 
			

			
				“Is there anything else I can assist you with?” Elena asked. Can she kill him? She wondered. She looked at Arnet. Greer, yes, that she knew. He was weak with his own blade. 
			

			
				But Arnet…
			

			
				“We were instructed to wait with you until you finish eating, Princess. Then, we are to escort you to your first lessons of the day,” Greer spoke this time, his words planned carefully, almost rehearsed. His voice was thin and airy. 
			

			
				Elena had been afraid they would say something of the sort. “Whose instruction?” she asked, as she continued with her bracers, the final piece of her armor. 
			

			
				A rich voice boomed from the hall outside, saving them from answering. “Arnet! Greer! How wonderful to see you!” 
			

			
				Kairn! Elena rejoiced silently to herself. She could have cried. Arnet and Greer turned briskly towards the noise, she noticed their hands hesitating near the hilts of their weapons. Instead, they snapped to attention.
			

			
				“Captain,” Arnet grumbled, nodding his head, “mornin’ to ya, Sir.”
			

			
				“And to you as well!” Kairn answered cheerily, his voice and footsteps growing closer. “Relax lads, relax.” Greer and Arnet widened their stances. Elena’s heart soared as Kairn entered the room, parting the men.
			

			
				He was shorter than Arnet—taller than Greer. Fully armored, his large, greatsword slung over his back, Kairn carried Birdsong in his hands. The sharp smell of mint followed him.
			

			
				“How’s your wife, Arnet? I have not seen her since the child.”
			

			
				“Well, Sir,” Arnet shrugged, his head bobbing in a way that only made him look more like a turtle. “She’s well. Boy’s well too. Big fella, ‘e is,” he puffed his chest out, “like ‘is father.”
			

			
				“You’ve settled on a name by now, I imagine?” Kairn smiled.
			

			
				“Missus wants to name ‘im after her father, Welkin.” 
			

			
				Greer snorted behind him. Elena made sure every piece of her armor was fastened. 
			

			
				“Aye,” Arnet added, looking at Greer, “that’s what I said. Welkin was a right dick too, no question ‘bout it. I prefer Levin, after my old man.”
			

			
				“Welkin it is then.” Kairn chuckled.
			

			
				“Aye,” Arnet shook his head. “Welkin it is.”
			

			
				“Oh, Sparrow,” Kairn turned to Elena as if just noticing her within the room, “you are all dressed for lessons already. By the Gods' graces, here I was thinking I’d have to wake you myself!” Kairn bellowed towards Elena cheerfully, clasping his hands. He pushed past the guardsmen, and with his back turned to them, his expression dropped. His eyes shimmered with intuition.
			

			
				“Let’s see those claws!” Kairn cheered, tossing her sword towards her. Elena snatched it from the air lightly. It had been cared for by him last night, she was sure. She could smell the oil on the blade through its careful wrapping.
			

			
				“Sir Kairn.” Arnet shifted his weight uncomfortably. “‘Fore you two go runnin’ off, we’re ‘posed to take ‘er down to her first lessons after she eats.” 
			

			
				Elena could see his fear rising. Beside him, Greer looked ready to hurl.
			

			
				“She’s got somewhere to be.” Arnet attempted to smile reassuringly.
			

			
				“A short little spar never killed anyone, my old friend. What if I only took her for a moment?” Kairn asked, turning back to them, and smiling more than he had in years. 
			

			
				“Not this mornin’, Captain…it’s just our orders.” Arnett seemed to swallow the words.
			

			
				“I’m not really hungry!” Elena tried to offer with a gentle smile. The three men ignored her, staring at each other as Elena’s breath quickened. 
			

			
				Both groups knew too much, and they danced around each other in the conversation, each trying not to give the other more information than was needed. Greer stood with his sword partially drawn just to the rear of the Arnet.
			

			
				“As your Captain,” Kairn sighed, “I’m ordering you to return to the barracks. I’ll take the princess to her lessons after we spar.”
			

			
				“I’m ‘fraid these orders are above you, Sir,” Greer said.
			

			
				It happened in slow motion. Kairn dropped his smile. His shoulders lowered and his brow furrowed as if he was weighing something heavily in his mind. Then, he snapped.
			

			
				The knight drew his greatsword and swung it in a wide arc, catching Arnet just under the elbow, and separating his arm from his body in a spray of blood. Arnet grunted. He reached for the splintered bone and fragmented armor where his hand once was. Kairn took three steps forward and used the full length of his sword to strip Greer's head from his body. The metal of his armor clattered against the floor. Blood pooled faster than the stone could soak it in. His head rolled out into the hallway behind him and Kairn turned back towards Arnet. The large man fumbled for his axe with his off hand, trying desperately to reach across his body. 
			

			
				“What promises were made to you, that you would betray the succession?” Kairn demanded in a loud whisper. 
			

			
				Elena was trapped within her own body—frozen and unable to move. Arnet drew his axe with his left hand, his face pain and fury. 
			

			
				“You have broken your oath,” Kairn snarled as he drove his sword through Arnet’s chest, “may your shame bury you.”
			

			
				Sir Arnet of the Kingsguard died and fell face forward onto the hard stone. His nose cracked against it. Elena fought the urge to vomit.
			

			
				Kairn had already turned back to her. He stepped between the princess and the bodies, blocking them from her gaze with his own frame, and wrapping her in an embrace. Her head pressed into his cold metal chest plate. Elena shook her head. Shock gave way to denial. 
			

			
				None of this is real. It can’t be real. Father isn’t dead. He is just down the hall. He’s reading one of his thick books by the fireplace, waiting for me to tell him about the day I’ve had had. He’s still here.
			

			
				She tried to pull away and go to him. To seek the comfort of her father, but Kairn squeezed tighter.
			

			
				“Oh, my sweet Sparrow,” Kairn whispered. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Varrow is dead.” 
			

			
				His voice seemed far from her ears. 
			

			
				Kairn released her and sprinted to her dresser, grabbing the teacup from the platter, and dumping it on the floor of her room. He turned and looked back at her. “You did not drink, did you?” 
			

			
				Elena couldn’t speak. She just shook her head. No.
			

			
				“Good. Marcella will not be the rightful Queen—cannot be the rightful Queen, as long as you are still breathing. She will stop at nothing now to kill you. Your court has already turned against you, Elena. Oakguarde is no longer safe—Thume is no longer safe. We must make it to our friends in Edgewater.”
			

			
				Elena tried to move, but she made it only a few steps. The lifeless bodies of Arnet and Greer, crumpled in bloody heaps on the floor of her bedroom, stopped her. She froze. Fear once again bubbled inside her. Her shoulders became tight, and her legs heavy. 
			

			
				Kairn placed a gently hand on her shoulder and moved again to block the corpses from her view. “Elena,” he murmured. His voice miles away. Elena’s mind felt disconnected from her body. She was outside looking in. It was all happening to someone, to anyone, other than her. 
			

			
				None of this is real, she repeated. I’m dreaming. I’m dreaming and father is not dead. Arnet is not dead. Greer is not dead. It can’t be real. It’s not.
			

			
				She didn’t know what to say. 
			

			
				“Look at me, Sparrow.” 
			

			
				Elena allowed her eyes to meet his. Cool morning wind fluttered in from the open window and struck the back of her neck, reminding her that she was here. That she was human. 
			

			
				That this was real.
			

			
				“I have known you all your life. I will not let you go alone. I won’t make that mistake again.” Kairn’s eyes crinkled under his bow. “I will accompany you. I will ride with you, as I did with your father before you.” He took her hands in his, his skin warm against her own. Kairn knelt slowly. He bowed his head. “My Queen.” 
			

			
				Her jaw would not move under the weight of her mind. Nothing she did could command her body to obey. When finally Elena spoke, the words were not her own. They poured from a distant place, each syllable echoing across the empty chasm that was her mind. “I wouldn’t leave without you, Sir Kairn,” she mumbled, pulling him from the ground.
			

			
				“Our horses are packed and waiting for us in the stable. Come quickly, that our escape may not be discovered.”
			

			
				Elena nodded, her mind devoid of thought. Her arms and legs worked on their own, following without her say. She focused on the tip of her nose, on the soles of her feet, on anything that wasn’t what was happening to her, and she followed Kairn blindly. 
			

			
				Down the hall. Down the staircase. Wait. Let the guard pass. Continue. More halls. Snaking halls. One turn after another, until she was inside out and upside down. Flat against the wall. The cold wall. The stone wall. Let them pass. They need not die. More halls. More stairs. Up, then down. A door, a familiar door. Kairn knocked, in his pattern of two’s. It swung open. A friend. 
			

			
				Monserrat. 
			

			
				Whispers exchanged. Monserrat croaked, Elena heard but did not listen. She could not. She could hardly see. In they went. Through the keeper's study. Through the room. Monserrat brought robes. Elena pulled them on until she was covered. Only eyes. To the map. Not a map. A door. It pulled open and behind it was only darkness. An embrace. The keeper was feeble. 
			

			
				“Tunnels for the birds,” Monserrat whispered. “And the cats.”
			

			
				The door shut behind them. No light. Underground. Follow Kairn. Twisting. Turning. Slow. So slow. Like a needle through thick fabric. Finally, there were more stairs. Up now. Through the courtyard. Follow Kairn. The stables. 
			

			
				It was a blur, until her nose was assaulted with the smell of manure and feed. The stables were empty. It was early in the morning. The horses had been fed, and the stable hands were doing tasks elsewhere.
			

			
				“These aren’t our horses,” she said softly to Kairn. Two chestnuts stood nervously before her. Small things. She was unsure to whom they belonged.
			

			
				“We cannot take our own,” Kairn explained, apologetically. “Too much attention would be drawn. They will find the bodies any minute and the alarms will sound. We must be gone by then, and we cannot be seen.” 
			

			
				Elena nearly sobbed. He was right. He was always right. So, she mounted the horse without protest. 
			

			
				Silent tears fell from Elena’s eyes, and she wiped them with the sleeves of the too-thick brown robes that covered her body. Now was not the time for sorrow. Kairn mounted his horse beside her. The pair rode down into the bustling streets of Oakguarde. 
			

			
				Elena’s city woke around her for the last time, and she could only sit in stunned silence. It was bright in the early morning, and the streets hummed. The warm sun had risen and colored the buildings of its streets with light. Houses, shops, gardens. It was alive, and she was dead. Her people moved without urgency. They darted back and forth on the cobbled roads. They peddled their wares. They spoke to each other loudly. Happily. 
			

			
				They did not know her. 
			

			
				They did not see her. 
			

			
				Elena Valdarian, daughter of the Wandering Oak, and the Queen of Thume marched silently through her city. No one stopped them. No alarms were rung.
			

			
				Elena caught a glimpse of her father from the corner of her eye just before they left the gates for the last time. King Varrow stood on the corner of a small street, waving his hand. The movement drew her in. But when she whipped her head towards it, he was gone, and she knew that he would always be gone. She was leaving the city with him still in it, and she knew she would never see him again.
			

			
				Kairn and Elena slipped away onto the trail on the north side of the city as if they had never been there at all.
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				The sun had just passed its highest point in the sky when they stopped, and they probably would not have if it weren’t for the horses. Oakguarde had sunk well below the horizon and disappeared from sight hours ago. The trail had dwindled away until it was narrower than even a single horse. They rode single file. 
			

			
				Northeast. That was the direction Elena knew they rode. Already they were fast approaching the small range of mountains that surrounded the city. 
			

			
				The Aranor’s Tail. She mimicked Monserrat’s voice in her head. Named for the way in which they curl. They were staggeringly tall, and in the coming cold of fall, they would be treacherous. 
			

			
				The grass had already died alongside the trail. The first victim of the frost. Perhaps she would be the second. It mattered not to her, but it was yellowed here, and her breath held in the air in front of her, and that was new. Some of the mountains ahead were already covered in snow, but it had not yet reached their bases. If they were lucky, it would hold until they passed, and the trail would not be snowed shut. If they were unlucky, they would die. 
			

			
				Beyond the range, they’d have to cross the Wandering Plains, miles of uninhabited flatlands, until they reached Craig’s Lake and the city of Kingsrest. From there, they would take a ship to Edgewater. The lake would be a weeklong journey under good conditions. It was nearly as fickle as the ocean itself. None of this would be easy, nor would it be quick. 
			

			
				A small stream ran down from the mountains and Kairn signaled to the water, slowing, and dismounting his horse. Elena followed suit as he led his horse to its side, bringing hers as well. The sun bounced from their armor, exposed, now that they had taken their robes off. The horses drank, and she became aware of the silence that surrounded them. They were high enough now that birds did not fill the trees. Only the sound of the wind and the stream filled the air. They were both gentle now. 
			

			
				Elena stared into the water, and the events of the morning launched themselves at her with the ferocity of a wild beast. Her father was dead. Her court had betrayed her. 
			

			
				Elena felt as if she had been struck. 
			

			
				The princess collapsed to her knees beside the horses and began to sob. Her grief became uncontrollable. Her thin shoulders rose and fell in waves. Her eyes burned in the cold wind. In that moment, Elena wanted nothing more than to be back in her bed, cocooned in her warm blankets.
			

			
				The dead grass crunched under heavy feet. Elena did not care. She ignored Kairn's approach. The swordmaster said nothing, just lowered himself to the ground beside her. He sat, crossing his legs, and looking into the stream in front of the two of them.
			

			
				Many minutes passed before Elena broke the silence between them. “Why…why must things be this way?” she asked. “Why did father leave without you? Why was he so stupid? Why did he have to get himself killed?!” Elena continued to sob. “I did not ask for this. I do not wish for it. I do not want to be Queen,” she wailed. 
			

			
				They were not real questions. Not ones that needed answered, anyway. “I’m not ready.”
			

			
				Kairn answered, nonetheless. “Oh, Sparrow. Why does the sea beat against the shore? Why do the mountains stretch into the sky? Why does the songbird sing?”
			

			
				Elena said nothing. 
			

			
				“Such is their purpose,” Kairn said matter-of-factly. “Even though you may sing, you are not a songbird. Though you are strong, you are not a mountain. You may be temperamental,” Elena laughed, the tears still flowing from her eyes, “but you are not the sea. You are a woman, and you are your father’s daughter. If you do not wish to be Queen, you do not need to be.” He shrugged. “Us…people…that is our purpose.” He pointed his finger at her chest, “to choose.”
			

			
				“What if I make the wrong choice?”
			

			
				“Then choose again and again, until you make the right one, or until you are happy. Whichever comes first. Very few choices are as final as we would make ourselves believe.” Kairn smiled reassuringly. Painfully. “Your father was sixteen when his father, King Cerran, was killed. I’m sure you know that. We were already on our way to East Watch when it happened. Us, and the rest of his Crown Knights. We got word by bird. By the time we got there, East Watch and Kingsrest had already started a war with each other. Each had their own idea of who would be the successor.”
			

			
				Elena knew what happened next. She never knew her father’s feelings, however. She tried to imagine herself in his shoes now. “Did he want to be king?” she asked.
			

			
				“No,” Kairn chortled. “Not at all. It’s funny though, isn’t it?”
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“Politics—the crown. The best rulers are always the ones who never want anything to do with it. He was sixteen when he had to choose, and all he wanted to do was go hunting.” Kairn smiled and stood, extending his hand towards her. 
			

			
				Elena took it, and he pulled her up to her feet. 
			

			
				“Come, my queen. We have a long way to Edgewater,” he said, “and you have plenty of time to make your own choice.”
			

			
				Elena nodded her head, wiping what remained of her tears away with her sleeve. “They will come for us?” She asked, her voice still faltering.
			

			
				“Yes. They will. They will grasp at the air with thick fingers, trying to catch the sun. But I have trained you well, have I not?”
			

			
				“I’d like to think so,” Elena laughed, sending another bout of snot down her face. “Otherwise, all these bruises were for nothing.”
			

			
				“All of our bruises are for something, Sparrow. You have learned to lose, maybe now we will teach you how to win. Ah!” He clapped his hands together. “Speak of them and they shall appear.” He pointed to the horizon. 
			

			
				A small cluster of dark horses had just come into view. They moved swiftly and showed no signs of stopping. 
			

			
				“Shall we give them something to chase?” Elena asked, forcing her voice to settle into confidence as she mounted her horse. She did not feel it, the warm rush of one who knows what they’re doing. But she would force it until she did. “I still draw breath,” Elena announced, “let them try to take it from me.”
			

			
				Kairn loved a fight. More than that, he loved a challenge. He was visibly excited as he mounted his horse. Elena used it as a form of reassurance as she took the lead and directed them toward the mountains. Together, they sped away into the foothills of the Aranor’s Tail.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 11:
			

			
				Forgotten Sun
			

			
				 
			

			
				Aetrius led Ílmur through the Rurdûm Woods with fearful determination. Hot blood pumped heavily in his neck. Enough to make his breathing strained as he followed the thin game trail into the overgrown brush. For the better part of an hour they rode, the bodies of the thuluk left long behind. Since passing the creatures there had been nothing. No tracks. No prints. No signs at all that Toryn was here. No signs that he was alive. 
			

			
				Aetrius shook the thought from his head. 
			

			
				All he had to carry him onward now was hope. But hope was all that had carried him through two years of war. Aetrius’ sword grew heavy as the time dragged. Still, he held it outward, waiting for a beast to leap from the shadows of the trees at any moment. But none came. 
			

			
				At last, the path ahead met the long-forgotten temple. It lay nestled in a bed of thick brambles. Creeping vines that nearly drug it down into Aeolin. The once tall walls had long since cracked and collapsed, and what remained blocked his approach. Despite Aetrius’ haste, and Ílmur’s heavy footfalls, he could still hear the chirping of the forest birds, the soft babbling of the stream that ran through the ruins, and to his surprise, the heavy crackling of a fire.
			

			
				The sound was enough to lift his heavy heart. Fire meant life. Life meant Toryn. 
			

			
				White smoke poured upward over the wall, and into the morning sky. Aetrius could’ve cried, but he laughed instead. Toryn was alive, and he somehow managed to start a fire in spite of the night's heavy rain. 
			

			
				The ground turned from dirt to stone as Aetrius brought Ílmur closer, her hooves ringing against the surface like a bell. She turned around the rubble. For the first time in many years, he had an unobstructed view of the temple grounds. 
			

			
				It would have been an impressive show of beauty once. Four walls spaced equally from one another, nearly two hundred feet apart, formed a large square. They, and the floor, had been carved from white marble. But that was hard to see. What remained of the fading structure had been covered in thick wrappings of lichen and moss. A product of the small stream cutting through its center. 
			

			
				Handfuls of trees, weeds, and wildflowers sprung from the numerous cracks marring the ground’s surface. A single redwood towered above the rest. Seventy feet tall, it stood, by Aetrius’ account. Shooting from the center of the temple, its roots stretched outward and dug into nearby cracks, protruding from other crevices farther away, until it all but consumed the large golden sun mosaic that had been inlaid just beneath it.
			

			
				All of these features were muted in comparison to its most severe: a collapsed statue of a lost God—its fragmented pieces cast throughout the structure like seeds. Carved with sharp cheekbones, a thin jaw, and narrow, unblinking eyes, its crowned head now rested upright on the temple ground. It alone was nearly three times the height of Aetrius. Even disconnected. The narrow shoulders and long body had crumbled elsewhere.
			

			
				Aetrius’ vision lingered for a few seconds on the statue's face before he followed its gaze. His heart leapt. Just beneath the watchful eyes of the forgotten God, was a small but neat fire. Far too neat to have been started by Toryn.
			

			
				As if to prove his point, the boy lay just beside the flames on a mat double his size. He breathed heavily. Thorough bandages encircled his head and chest. 
			

			
				More evidence he was not alone. Aetrius raised his sword higher. His eyes traced every crack and divot of the flawed stone until they froze on what he had been too distracted to see before. 
			

			
				A large black stallion. Sheltered against the far side of the temple and obscured in the overgrown wall of forest, the beast was indifferent to his arrival. At its side, lay an exquisite dark leather saddle, a large pack, and a set of steel armor molded to fit its wide body. The stallion tugged at the weeds in silence.
			

			
				It was the only horse Aetrius had ever encountered that surpassed both Ílmur’s stature and her musculature. It was another Hímal, he was sure. He spun. But there were no further signs of its rider. Nor were there of Tully.
			

			
				Aetrius dismounted and rushed to his brother’s side. He inspected his Toryn’s injuries briefly, ensuring he was not on the brink of death before returning for Orn. Full attention would have to wait a second longer. Grabbing his own sleeping mat from Ílmur’s back, he unrolled it. 
			

			
				It was Damp. Full of moisture from the night of rain. Aetrius sighed and placed it no more than a few paces from the fire. It would have to do, nonetheless.
			

			
				Hoisting Orn from Ílmur’s back, he gently laid the dwarf onto the mat. Then he kneeled between the two of them, Toryn on his left, Orn to his right. Aetrius wanted nothing more than to collapse. To sleep off the weariness from the night. Instead, he opened Orn’s robe, examining his wound for the first time since leaving. He was gentle. Careful not to aggravate the injury more. 
			

			
				Fuck, Aetrius grunted angrily to himself. Despite everything in the world maintaining a dampness from the night before, the cloth he had used to wrap Orn’s gash had dried, sticking against his pale skin. Aetrius fought to unwrap it. He worked his way around the edges and hoped her would not tear away a scab. With a final tug it came free. 
			

			
				Aetrius sucked against his teeth.
			

			
				The wound had stopped bleeding, sure. That was thanks to the Ivar’s moss he had packed it with, but it was far too wide to heal on its own. Aetrius tensed his jaw as he worked through his options. 
			

			
				Orn would die if the wound was not closed. But it was far too deep to sew it shut without risk of festering. He shook his head. 
			

			
				Wake up, he pleaded. Wake up and use whatever magic you’ve been hiding from me. Aetrius scoffed to himself. Magic. 
			

			
				To think Orn was some kind of weaver. His Orn. 
			

			
				Aetrius had tried to learn to weave once, from some of the Thumerian battle-healers working along the Ridge. But it never stuck. Healers were rare and far between. Especially during wars. To draw one’s energy for magic, one must first be able to find it. They had left before he ever could. Before they could teach him how.
			

			
				Instead, Aetrius learned to practice the healing that Therron had taught him on the Ridge. Herbs and plants. His mind lingered as he tried to think through what he had in his pack—what he could use on Orn. 
			

			
				Sometimes herbs were not always enough. 
			

			
				Why was it, Aetrius wondered, that whenever healers were needed the most, they were elsewhere?
			

			
				In the meantime, Aetrius decided to clean the outside of the dwarf’s wound with water from the stream and wrap it with fresh bandages. He would do his best not to allow the wound to fester.
			

			
				As soon as he had finished with Orn, he returned his focus to his brother. Toryn slept on a mat so large it seemed to swallow him whole. Deep gold in color, nearly rust, it looked to be of very expensive make. It had seen much use.
			

			
				The boy’s head was wrapped multiple times around with bright, clean, white cloth. It was padded at the base of his skull. His shirt had been removed, both to be folded neatly beneath his head as a pillow and to allow his chest to be bandaged in the same fashion. The wrapping was tightest at his right shoulder, and his small arm was pinned across his body, preventing him from moving and agitating the wound in his sleep.
			

			
				Aetrius cringed at the sight. It took all he had not to unravel the bandages and examine Toryn’s wounds the same as he had Orn’s. But whoever had wrapped them was an expert. Far better than him. It would be unwise to disturb that which he did not know for the sake of satisfying his own curiosity.
			

			
				Aetrius knelt over his brother, and pressed his forehead against Toryn’s, closing his eyes gently. “I never should have let you go off alone,” he whispered, unaware if the boy could hear him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how bad the city had become. I should have been there, I should have known better. I –I should have protected you. I’m sorry.” Aetrius' leaned back until he was sitting on the hard ground. His brow relaxed, and his eyes opened slowly.
			

			
				For a few minutes, Aetrius’ eyes darted between his two companions, but when it grew obvious that neither would stir, he stood. His knees screamed as he walked silently to Ílmur. The horse had stood silent vigil while he worked, even waiting as he dug around in the various bags that riddled her saddle. She had never left his side.
			

			
				Aetrius began removing the saddle now, so that she too, could rest. As he always did, he spoke to her as he worked. “What do we do now?” he asked, unbuckling the straps. His voice was as tender as his touch. She craned her neck to look back towards him and he half hoped she would open her mouth and speak.
			

			
				He had never led before. Not here. Not on the Ridge. Why was he suddenly the only one left to make decisions?
			

			
				“What can we do? The Oak is dead, they say…the war is over…the Ridge lost…Stonehorn gone. Nowhere in Thume is safe if that is the truth. Not for us—not for me. We can’t stay, but where is there to go?” He sighed deeply, lifting the saddle from her back, and placing it down on the ground beside her. “North? South? If we head east, they will be nipping at our heels all the while.” He looked again to Orn and Toryn, and to the empty temple, the weight of last night beating against him. She walked to him and nuzzled his shoulder until the haze passed.
			

			
				“I wonder what’s become of the others on the Ridge. Therron and Wobren. Were they outnumbered? Tricked?” It would be like West Bank to resort to trickery. “Are any still alive? I suppose for now we will have to wait until Toryn’s savior returns, for better or for worse. You cannot carry the weight of the three of us on your own.” He wrapped an arm around Ílmur’s neck and offered her a sad smile. “What I wouldn’t give for Ryn to be here now.” 
			

			
				Ílmur’s ears flickered at Ryn’s name.
			

			
				“She always knew what to do, didn’t she? But I am glad that I have you. We would not have made it if not for you.” He hoped the horse could sense his gratitude, even if she could not understand his words.
			

			
				Ílmur stood as still as the statue beside her for a long while. Finally, she broke and walked past him, heading to the stone bank of the stream where she bent to drink.
			

			
				Aetrius rummaged through the saddlebags she left behind, desperate to turn his mind from Ryn. He pulled equipment and counted aloud. He made a list once. Twice. Three times. Ílmur finished drinking as he worked and returned to stand a few paces away from Orn, Toryn, and himself, as if guarding them. Occasionally, she picked at the weeds that darted from the stones. It seemed she was as interested in the stallion as he was in her.
			

			
				Not at all.
			

			
				The more time passed, the more Aetrius’ frustration grew. He closed the bags with an angry snap and kicked at a loose stone. It bounced across the flat ground before diving into the stream with a loud plunk. At that, the stallion looked over its shoulder, regarding him for the first time.
			

			
				What’s the fucking point? Aetrius ground his teeth, overbearing helplessness rising in his heart. He barely had enough gear for himself to brave the incoming cold. Let alone Toryn or Orn. They had no provisions without Tully’s bags. No coin. Nothing to make shelter or sleep, save his own sleeping pad and a thin wool blanket.
			

			
				The thought drove Aetrius over the edge, and he rushed to the stream and threw his face into the freezing cold water, begging his anger to dissipate. Rage and helplessness would do nothing to solve his problems now. He yanked himself free with a loud and angry yell. Birds took from the trees.
			

			
				The black stallion snorted and turned to look at him.
			

			
				“What the fuck are you looking at?” Aetrius gasped. But the strange horse had already returned to its grazing. He pulled himself up from his hands and knees only to collapse onto his back beside the rushing water. 
			

			
				Heavy breaths sent his vision spinning. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to focus on his breathing.
			

			
				In.
			

			
				Out.
			

			
				He closed his hand and winced in pain, pulling it back into his chest. His eyes shot open. Underneath a dried caking of blood, his knuckles had turned purple and yellow, splotchy bruises spanning nearly the entire back of his fist. 
			

			
				Aetrius sighed and rolled over. He lowered his hand tenderly into the cool water and scrubbed until the blood began to dissipate and then long after. He watched the thin red tendrils leech into the clear water before being whisked away. A vision of the man at Orn’s shop flashed before his eyes—the caved in skull, the heat of the blood.
			

			
				There was a part of him so vile it could no longer be buried. Yet it was him, or he was it, it made no difference. All that matters now was the pain he felt. The rage and suffering. He was drowning in it.
			

			
				Aetrius gagged, but no vomit came. The sourness he held was too deep now to be purged. He wondered if the Gods of the Harvest would still allow him to walk in the Silver Fields when the time was his. 
			

			
				Aetrius paced for a while and sat for longer. He washed the rest of his body in the frigid stream and debated removing his armor and washing that too, but he thought constantly of the mutilated thuluk bodies strewn across the path, and the thousands of West Bank soldiers a day behind. Aetrius had no idea who would be the first to come to this camp. It would be best if he stood ready to fight when they did.
			

			
				But no one came. 
			

			
				And the day stretched on. 
			

			
				Using a rag, Aetrius dripped water into Toryn and Orn’s mouths. He wished that one of them would wake—that he could talk to anyone about anything other than what raged through him. He wished to turn his thoughts from last night. From his friends in the city. From his friends on the Ridge. 
			

			
				In the serenity of the temple, Aetrius held watch over his unconscious mentor and child brother. He filled the pressing silence with one-sided conversation, speaking to Ílmur as he always did. 
			

			
				Aetrius had missed this place, circumstances or not, and he let his eyes trace over it. Each foothold on the statue held memories of his climbs with Toryn. He wondered if any crevice would still remember the shape of his hands. 
			

			
				He wished that the boy would wake, and they could stay here forever.
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				Early morning turned to afternoon, and Aetrius was halfway up to the crown, panting, his hand wedged in a crack under the left brow when branches began to snap in the woods behind him. He dropped immediately. His boots collided with the hard ground as softly as he could manage, and he rolled his body to absorb the collision. Aetrius’ hand found his sword, and he pulled it from its sheath with measured silence. 
			

			
				Large. Gods whatever it was, it was large. And it made no effort to be quiet. So clearly was it unafraid of him. A sapling splintered in the wood behind the black stallion and Aetrius squared his body. 
			

			
				One final resounding crack echoed through the temple. The small trees at the edge split and a figure emerged. Aetrius’ breath caught in his throat.
			

			
				Fear.
			

			
				He tried desperately to mask it, but it lashed against his heart like a serpent. His hand waivered. His eyes widened. It all made sense now. This place. The markings. The statue—Yûl.
			

			
				Lightbringer.
			

			
				The hulking beast of a human stood at least six and a half feet tall. Intricate armor traced it head to toe. Heavy feet struck the temple stone with thunderous claps, nearly as loud as Ílmur’s had been. Steel plates hugged chainmail. A breastplate, its surface engraved with the same sun that covered the floor of the temple. Large pauldrons extended already impossibly wide shoulders, and a massive, pointed shield hung from the being’s back. 
			

			
				It, alone, was half the size of Aetrius. 
			

			
				But all he could focus on was its face—its helmet. An ornate crown of steel flames. Dark black eye holes looked towards him, gold light shining from deep within.
			

			
				The stranger that had saved his brother was a Lightbringer. A monster hunter. A wielder of the holy flame and devout worshiper of Yûl, trained since birth to spread the Sun God’s light to the darkest of places. They practiced ancient magic. Godly magic. Each was said to have the fighting strength of seven men. 
			

			
				Aetrius steeled himself in the Lightbringer’s shadow, painfully aware that he was but one.
			

			
				The Lightbringer moved with a purpose. Their left fist wrapped the hilt of a war hammer large enough to cave a grown man inward with a single blow, its steel as bright as the armor. In their right, they pulled tightly on the reins of Tully.
			

			
				“Keep pointing that sword at me, and I’ll break your fucking fingers,” the Lightbringer thundered, voice as large and powerful as her frame. The words rumbled like stone beneath the mountains. 
			

			
				Aetrius lowered his blade without thought, but he did not lower his eyes.
			

			
				“Ten approach from the trail you rode in on,” she continued, bringing Tully forward and hitching his reins to a small tree sprouting from a crack in the ground. “Grab your bow, Shadestalker. They cannot be allowed to pollute this temple.” 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 12:
			

			
				Lightbringer
			

			
				 
			

			
				Aetrius burned with questions.
			

			
				What happened to Toryn? Why was the Lightbringer here? Was she a friend? Did she kill the thuluk?
			

			
				The Lightbringer gave him no time to ask any. Her wide strides created a gap between them as she walked, and Aetrius had to rush just to keep pace with the large woman.
			

			
				“How do you know they are coming?” Aetrius asked. She had come from the opposite direction, there was no way she had seen them.
			

			
				“I can smell them,” she growled, as if it were a normal assessment.
			

			
				Aetrius shouldered his bow and quiver as they passed his equipment. 
			

			
				“You are young, for a Shadestalker.” Her helmeted head darted towards the emblem on his breast, and for a fraction of a second, her golden eyes clung to the moon. Her dense voice vibrated with a keen awareness. Aetrius noticed too, a hint of respect to her tone. 
			

			
				“Make yourself useful and hide in the trees,” she ordered. “Just stay the fuck out of my way, or I’ll cave you in.”
			

			
				“Aye.” Aetrius’ demeanor shifted. They had come for him, he knew. For him, and for Orn. And now she had become caught in the crossfire.
			

			
				The pair had already left the temple far enough behind that Aetrius could no longer see it. They marched in silence until the dead thuluk began to reappear.
			

			
				She stopped abruptly. “Here. Where the trail narrows. They are hunting you, Stag. But they won’t be expecting me.”
			

			
				Aetrius stifled the hundreds of questions that rose and settled on just one. “Why are you helping us?”
			

			
				“I will spare no more words for dead men. Live, bastard. You can ask your questions then.” Her gauntlets tightened around the hilt of her hammer. 
			

			
				Aetrius slunk into the surrounding wood. He disappeared so quickly, it was as if he had never been there at all.
			

			
				Her deep voice called after him. “They have sent us ten scouts. Let us send back ten horses.” 
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Aetrius sat twenty feet above the trail, nestled in an oak tree where a thick branch attached itself to the trunk to form a wide joint. Amongst the dark wood and green leaves, he was nearly invisible. A passing shadow on the bark. Far below him, the Lightbringer stood square in the center of the trail. Both hands cradled her large war hammer across her body. His brow furrowed. 
			

			
				She frightened him.
			

			
				No Lightbringer had been in Thume in decades. Maybe even centuries. Her intent was unclear. Yet, she seemed a temporary ally. A powerful one, at that. She adjusted her grip and he shuddered. Even from all the way up there, she was a menacing sight. 
			

			
				Hooves. The sound jostled Aetrius from his thoughts and he looked to see the group of riders entering view. Exactly ten. Just as she said. The trail was so overgrown at this point, that they rode five deep, and only two wide. The two at the front of the formation were not wearing the purple of their companions. Instead, they were drenched in the crimson and black of Stonehorn. 
			

			
				Traitors. Aetrius smiled at the irony. That this time it would be on his terms. This time, they rode into his trap. It would be so easy to pick them apart. They had slaughtered his people like animals. He was more than ready to return the favor. 
			

			
				A familiar rage rose, and his fingers itched—ready to send his remaining arrows into the murderers down below. They trotted forward slowly. The Lightbringer stood silently. 
			

			
				The formation stopped just before reaching her. The lead rider dismounted, and she said nothing as he walked to greet her. Aetrius could only assume it to be a city guard, his uniform remarkably clean despite the previous night's events. 
			

			
				He approached the Lightbringer with his hands held open in the air. A snide voice came from his lips, crisp and cutting, like a winter breeze. It carried an air of superiority. Something about it made Aetrius uneasy.
			

			
				“Greetings…” he surveyed her, head bobbing up and down “Sir, is it? I’m afraid I don’t recognize your sigil.” He bowed, in a condescending fashion, revealing his pointed ears. 
			

			
				Elf? In the Stonehorn Guard?
			

			
				“We are looking for someone,” the elf continued. “We believe they came down this way, and we’d love to speak with them.”
			

			
				“Stand up straight unless you’re here to kiss my boots or my ass,” the Lightbringer responded. “Boy’s dead.” She motioned towards the thuluk bodies that littered the ground. “Fuckers got him before you could.”
			

			
				“Boy?” the elf ignored her jab. “No. I’m afraid we’re looking for a dwarf. Short. Fat. He’d appear old to your eyes, I’m sure.”
			

			
				Orn? Aetrius froze. He wasn’t sure what to think. His mind flashed, and he remembered the guard that had been sent rocketing from Orn’s home.
			

			
				Slowly, Aetrius notched an arrow in his bow. He only had two left, and they were the bad ones he'd grabbed from the scout’s body in the city. But they would have to do.
			

			
				“I know what a dwarf is, dickhead.” The elf’s nostrils flared when she insulted him, but the Lightbringer didn’t seem to care. “Even seen a few before. It’s a big forest… Dwarves are tiny little things. Probably got lost somewhere in the brush.”
			

			
				“He was carried out by a Shadestalker. You know what that is too, I imagine?” 
			

			
				The Lightbringer shrugged, and the elf turned his head and began to scan the trees that surrounded the trail. Some of the others shuffled nervously in their saddles. The elf’s eyes lingered for a second too long on Aetrius’s tree. 
			

			
				He froze. 
			

			
				But the elf continued his searching. “The tracks of the Shadestalker’s horse disappeared near the fork in the trail. I see no other direction he could’ve gone.” The rest of the guard’s faux kindness drained from his voice. “Allow us to pass and go about your business. I don’t have time for this.”
			

			
				“I’ve got all morning.”
			

			
				The scouts in the formation began to reach for their weapons. The elf, however, stood unmoved. 
			

			
				He clearly thought her a normal knight of some petty Lord who’s banner he didn’t recognize. The elf lowered his hands to rest on the hilt of his sword.
			

			
				The elf lowered his hands to rest on the hilt of his sword.
			

			
				“Allow me to rephrase. We are going to pass. There are ten of us, and only–”
			

			
				The Lightbringer’s hammer was a blur. With a sweeping sound it plunged downward, moving so quickly it was as if it were the size of a small dagger. It struck the crown of the elf’s head. His skull disintegrated. Shards of bone exploded outward with a fine mist of blood that drenched her armor.
			

			
				“Nine.” She snorted.
			

			
				Aetrius released his arrows as soon as her arm twitched. They darted through the air, plunging into the two scouts at the rear of the formation which fell from their horses. Their mounts entered a state of panic without their riders—thrashing, snorting, and kicking in fear as the trail descended into chaos. 
			

			
				What scouts remained began fumbling for their weapons. But none of them could maneuver properly on the thin path. In seconds, they had become little more than livestock. Aetrius slaughtered them. He threw two knives from his position before dropping down ten feet to land on the next branch. They whistled through the air. One hit only a fraction of a second before the other, and both buried themselves in the throats of the next two scouts up from the rear. 
			

			
				Five.
			

			
				Aetrius worked his way from the back of the formation to the front, as the Lightbringer carved her own path to the rear. He figured they would meet somewhere in the middle. After killing the lead man, she stepped to the side of his headless body, her armor dripping with blood and her hands bound tightly to her hammer. The second guard fumbled for her sword. She managed to raise it just as the Lightbringer’s hammer cut across the space between them, shattering her forearm. The guard shrieked in pain. She tucked her arm back into her chest and dropped the blade. 
			

			
				She was silenced swiftly.
			

			
				The Lightbringer barreled into her arm again, this time the hammer crushed it into pulp as it was caught between the weapon and the scout’s own breastplate. The armor caved inward, cracking through her ribs with a loud crunch. Her body deflated. 
			

			
				Six.
			

			
				Aetrius drew the large dagger from his boot as he ran along the branch. He leapt. Freefall. Just a second of open air before he collided with the next scout, now three up from the rear. The dagger dug into the soft spot above the man's clavicle. It tore him clean from the horse and Aetrius used his body to break the fall. 
			

			
				Light pain rocketed up from his ankles. Before he could collect himself, the man beside him lunged over the empty horse between. He tried to stab at Aetrius, but the scout had leaned too far. The man fell from his horse's saddle and Aetrius drove his dagger into the base of his skull.
			

			
				The Lightbringer allowed the two empty horses to move past her, leaving the two scouts behind without any cover. The one on her right raised his sword and brought it straight downward, aiming for the place her neck met her shoulders. She lifted her hammer horizontally, her hands positioned wide, and allowed the sword to catch on the metal handle, blocking the blow. Immediately, he raised his sword again, charging another attack. He was dead before he brought the sword down. Her hammer launched forward, pushing his face into the back of his skull. 
			

			
				The scout on her left thrust his own sword forward to stab her then. She sidestepped, grabbed him by the arm and yanked him clean from his horse. Reaching downward with her left hand, the Lightbringer grabbed him by the base of his neck. She clamped down with all the force she possessed. The crack made vomit rise in Aetrius' throat. The scout shook violently and then went still.
			

			
				Ten.
			

			
				The Lightbringer dropped the body back onto the muddy trail and stood to her full height. They stepped off to the side of the trail and allowed the horses to disperse in their panic until only the corpses remained.
			

			
				It’s over, Aetrius reminded himself as he faced her. His body still shook, and his still eyes scanned the tree line, darting between shapes and shadows. Waiting. For another—another scout, another fight, another kill. But it was just them now.
			

			
				He and the Lightbringer stood drenched in blood and breathing heavily. They caught their breath in silence. The birds began their singing again, the insects their shrilling, and within minutes the forest had resumed its activity, as if nothing had happened at all.
			

			
				It was always funny to Aetrius how quickly the world rebounded, yet he alone would carry this weight forever.
			

			
				“Help me search the bodies,” the Lightbringer ordered, already moving to the nearest scout to rummage through his pockets and pouches. She took anything of use, coins, leather strips, fire starter, bread, dried meat. 
			

			
				Aetrius followed suit, but he could contain himself no longer. “We both survived,” he started.
			

			
				“Wish you hadn’t.”
			

			
				“And I still have questions,” he continued.
			

			
				“Must you?”
			

			
				“What happened to Toryn…to my brother?” he clarified. “Is he alright? Who are you and why are you helping us? What business does a Lightbringer have in Thume?” 
			

			
				“Got shot with an arrow if I had to guess. Looked like the boy pulled it from his shoulder. Fucker was bleeding like a stuck pig. Wearing a West Bank cloak too.”
			

			
				“I took the cloak from one of their dead. I thought it was his best chance of surviving,” Aetrius rationed out loud, attempting to console himself. “I thought that the scouts would ignore him while he fled if he was wearing their colors.”
			

			
				“You should be more careful. I almost left him to die.” The Lightbringer shrugged. “Almost killed him myself.”
			

			
				Aetrius’ guilt rose so high, he felt he was going to drown in it. “You are not a friend of West Bank then?”
			

			
				“He was lucky,” she growled without answering his question, “but he’ll manage.”
			

			
				“Why did you help him?”
			

			
				The Lightbringer bent down and pocketed another item out of his line of sight. “Shouldn’t’ve. Would’ve been much fucking quieter.”
			

			
				“What happened to his head?”
			

			
				“Horse got scared and tossed him. Split his skull on the rocks.”
			

			
				Aetrius moved over to the thuluk and shifted its face with his boot until he could look into its large black eyes. “Afraid of the thuluk? Did you kill them?” 
			

			
				She scoffed. “Look at them, Stag,” she beckoned with her hands towards the one nearest her. Its front half was hanging from the side of the trail as if it had been crawling away. Its bottom half was gone completely, missing. “No woman could do this. A cave bear ripped them apart. The thuluk must’ve wandered into its den trying to get back underground. Your brother is lucky the bear left him alone when he fell—lucky it wasn’t interested in eating him.”
			

			
				“That’s why you are here?” Aetrius asked. “To hunt them?”
			

			
				“No.”
			

			
				“What were they doing so far from the mountains?” Aetrius wondered out loud, not expecting an answer. “They’re so far from the Ridge…”
			

			
				“The thuluk? Or the scouts?” 
			

			
				“Both.”
			

			
				“Something pushed them from their home. Many packs have taken to the wild in the past week.”
			

			
				“There were no soldiers,” Aetrius said suddenly. Things were starting to make sense, but they were also presenting him with more questions.
			

			
				She just stared. Her helmet offered no insight to her expression.
			

			
				“There were no soldiers,” he repeated, emphasizing the word. “Since last night I have seen only scouts and guards. Not a single soldier.” He continued motioning towards the dead thuluk. “They must have sent all the scouts through the mining tunnels beneath the mountains.”
			

			
				The Lightbringer finished searching the last body and stood, walking towards him. She thrust her hand outward violently and handed him close to thirty arrows, which she had gathered from the corpses. He fought hard not to flinch.
			

			
				“Your city is gone. Your people are dead. And your war is lost. You can spend the rest of your life searching for answers, but it will do nothing to ease your pain. This is what you have now.” She was emotionless. Expressionless. A helmet. 
			

			
				Nothing more.
			

			
				She continued. “Let's return to the First Temple. I will see what I can do for your dwarf.”
			

			
				Aetrius took the arrows and added them to his quiver. Then, he ducked down and began to search the guard at his feet as the Lightbringer thundered away. It was the only one she had not touched.
			

			
				The man carried little. A few coins in a purse at his hip, a small dice set. Aetrius searched every pocket until he found what worried him most. The one thing he had hoped not to find. 
			

			
				A folded-up strip of parchment. 
			

			
				It was familiar in Aetrius’ palm. Small, and denser than normal parchment would be. He had carried his own before. His hand trembled slightly as he unfurled it to reveal the name.
			

			
				Orn Nuram.
			

			
				Beside it was a small, stamped seal. A bird. The crest of whichever Master had ordered the dwarf’s death, though Aetrius had no time to discern it. It was not one he had seen before, and he had seen most. He recoiled violently as the paper burst into purple flames and crumbled to ash within his hand.
			

			
				This was not his contract to touch.
			

			
				“What?” the Lightbringer asked, turning her helmeted head towards him.
			

			
				“Nothing,” he mumbled hastily. This was not her business, and they would be gone before it affected her. Aetrius stepped off to follow the Lightbringer. She had already continued walking.
			

			
				His brain attempted to fill in more gaps as they worked their way back towards the temple. A Death Whisper. Orn had been marked marked. But who among the Court of Whispers would want him dead, Aetrius was unsure. He was only a book keeper. 
			

			
				“You aren’t from Thume, are you?” Aetrius asked, trying to distract himself.
			

			
				“No.”
			

			
				“So where do you fit into all of this?” He tried to be pleasant, but she did not seem the conversational type.
			

			
				“I don’t.”
			

			
				“What is your name, Lightbringer?” Aetrius stared at her silently for a few minutes until she finally answered. 
			

			
				“Sariel. Seventh Daughter of the Third Flame.”
			

			
				“My name is Aetr–”
			

			
				“I didn’t ask.”
			

			
				Aetrius grimaced, growing annoyed with her and her shit attitude. But now did not seem the time to start a fight with the woman he had just watched break a man’s spine by closing her hand. 
			

			
				“When the others wake, we will leave you be, Sariel Seventh Daughter.” Aetrius said nothing else as they approached the temple and wandered inside.
			

			
				It was growing late. The sunset had already begun to turn the sky golden, and the temple looked more beautiful than ever in the fading light. White marble glowed. Once again, Aetrius was dismayed by the circumstances that had brought them here. 
			

			
				Toryn and Orn were both still breathing. Aetrius placed his weapons down beside his saddlebags. He kept his bow slung on his back.
			

			
				Sariel moved across the stream to her own bags and dropped her hammer heavily on the stone. She reached behind herself and removed her shield, setting it down beside her weapon. Then she began removing her gauntlets, bracers, and small pieces of armor.
			

			
				She did not remove her helmet, Aetrius noticed.
			

			
				The Lightbringer was smaller without the armor, though not by much,. Aetrius waited for her beside Orn. 
			

			
				“What happened?” Sariel asked as she came to kneel over the dwarf.
			

			
				“He was stabbed. I did my best to dress the wound, but it runs too deep,” Aetrius said, standing behind her. He peered over her shoulder and looked down at her as she worked.
			

			
				Sariel unwrapped the bandages gently to reveal the gash. Orn’s wound looked worse now than it had before. Its edges were bright pink and raw, and it had started to crack and dribble fresh blood slowly.
			

			
				She dipped her head lower and inhaled deeply over the injury. Aetrius wrinkled his nose at the sight.
			

			
				“Where did you get Ivar’s moss in Thume?” She looked up at him. “He would be dead had you not used it.”
			

			
				Aetrius had no idea how she knew that. Can she smell it? He wondered. It had long since dissolved in the dwarf’s wound.
			

			
				“A gift,” Aetrius said. His mind flashed to Therron. He had brought bundles of it to the war from East Watch. 
			

			
				“Expensive gift. When did he fall unconscious?” Sariel asked, turning back to Orn. 
			

			
				The dwarf was breathing quietly, but the breaths were steady.
			

			
				“Last night.” Aetrius remembered all the events that led up to Orn’s state. “He was weaving,” he blurted without thinking. “I didn’t even know he could. He never told me. When we were escaping he blew the gates of the city open, then he passed out, as if he used the last of his strength.”
			

			
				“He probably did, and then some.” Sariel sighed, filling the helmet with a metallic whistle. “That sounds like it would require powerful magic—too powerful for a dwarf that had just been stabbed. He would’ve had to draw energy from somewhere, and I imagine he drew it from himself,” she looked at Aetrius, her helmet as blank as ever. “He’s lucky his heart did not stop beating.”
			

			
				The black holes of her eyes felt accusatory. Aetrius shrugged. 
			

			
				Sariel turned back and held her hand directly over Orn’s wound. Aetrius sat up. His brow furrowed. Beneath the helmet, he imagined she was closing her eyes. Focusing. Like the healers did on the Ridge.
			

			
				But something was terribly wrong.
			

			
				A pit opened in his stomach as the forest grew quiet. Aetrius turned his head. The stream beside them no longer flowed. All of its water had gone still. The birds had stopped their singing. Even the wind had ceased.
			

			
				From the Lightbringer’s hand, a soft glow began to undulate. It cast the shadow of her own fingers against her helmet. Aetrius allowed his eyes to return to the dwarf. Orn’s wound had begun to shrink in size, closing upon itself, its jagged edges folding inward as small veins stretched across the opening like worms, burrowing into the opposite side. 
			

			
				Flesh joined. 
			

			
				Skin knit itself together.
			

			
				The Lightbringer was straining—reaching beyond herself, Aetrius knew. He could see it. She was reaching from her body to Aeolin.
			

			
				The thin grass beneath her boots had browned and blackened, dying suddenly. Ferns sprouted from the soil near her downed leg, unfurled and began to wrap themselves around her, binding her to the dirt. Then, the wound shut. The ferns stilled. 
			

			
				Aetrius released the breath he had not been aware he was holding.
			

			
				Sariel stood to the sound of thin roots snapping. She ripped her feet from the ferns. From Aeolin’s half-embrace. Had the wild wished to claim her, it would need to work faster. 
			

			
				Aetrius said nothing.
			

			
				“I have done what I can,” Sariel gasped. She tried to keep her obvious exertion from her words. “His wound is healed at its surface, but whatever magic he used took a heavy toll. Live or die, the rest is on him.”
			

			
				“And what of Toryn? He did not use any magic?” 
			

			
				“He cracked his skull.” She shrugged. “I closed his wound too, but I cannot force the boy to wake. He will when he is ready. For now, they must rest. We will stay the night.”
			

			
				“Will it be safe? They already sent for us, who’s to say they haven’t sent more.”
			

			
				“Nowhere is safe, boy. But they won’t come again this evening. By the time their horses return, it’ll be too late. Even if they send more right away, they won’t get here until early morning,” Sariel rationed. 
			

			
				Aetrius nodded reluctantly in agreement. This was the safest place for them now. Especially with the state of the others. At least she would be here to help if more came. But they would need to prepare. 
			

			
				Soon it would be cold again.
			

			
				“I will gather more firewood. Our pile is already growing low,” Aetrius said, desperate to make himself useful. “Dinner, too, if I can catch it. I’m sure there are rabbits nearby if nothing else. Will you keep watch? It will take no more than an hour or two.”
			

			
				“Return before nightfall. There are still thuluk in these woods, and they will begin their hunt when darkness falls.”
			

			
				Aetrius shivered at the thought of more thuluk as he moved back to his gear. Those he had seen were larger than he was. Could they really fend off another pack? 
			

			
				Aetrius picked up his bow and quiver. He left his sword behind. 
			

			
				“Thank you,” Aetrius said to Sariel before he stepped away. He did his best to sound earnest. “Orn can be stubborn sometimes, but he means well. I am not sure what I would do without him or my brother. I do not know you, Lightbringer, and I’m not yet sure that I’d like to, but I owe you a great deal.”
			

			
				“Orn?” she asked. Her surprise could not be hidden. “Orn Nuram, of the Inked Hare?”
			

			
				“...Yes?”
			

			
				“I came to Stonehorn to meet with him—to go to his shop,” she said sadly. “I came for his collection.”
			

			
				“You came all the way from the North Lamel during the war to get a book?” It was Aetrius’ turn to be surprised now. 
			

			
				“Its importance could not be understated,” she muttered. Disappointment dripped from every word. “I imagine it has now been lost forever?”
			

			
				“I watched the Hare burn.” Aetrius lamented. “All of the books along with it. Thousands upon thousands. I am sorry, but whatever book you were looking for is gone. If he wakes, perhaps you can ask him what it was that you sought. You may be surprised how much information he clings to.” Aetrius chuckled.
			

			
				“When he wakes, assassin. Have faith in your friend,” she said. “And my questions are my own.”
			

			
				Aetrius gathered the rest of his things and started towards the wood line. “Your secrecy will not do if you intend to stick around once Toryn wakes. He will press you until the sun goes down, and then he will weasel his way into your dreams to press you more.” Aetrius smiled. 
			

			
				Sariel stayed as blank as ever.
			

			
				He wanted her to stick around, much more than he’d care to admit. Last night had been a whirlwind of pain and fury. But since she had walked into the camp, he had not been alone. He had not had to make every decision. It was a relief not to be in charge of all things.
			

			
				“I won’t go far. Should you need me, shout, and I will come,” Aetrius said. “And keep an eye on Ílmur,” he chuckled as he disappeared, “she bites.”
			

			
				Sariel looked around in confusion before she noticed the mare. Still as a crane waiting for a fish to pass, Ílmur watched her with narrowed eyes and pinned ears.
			

			
				Aetrius slunk away into the forest and allowed his guard to drop only when he was sure he was out of view. His face quickly twisted with concern and worry.
			

			
				Night would be falling soon.
			

			
				He would have to focus to find food. It was nothing he could not handle under normal circumstances, but his mind had become a stormy sea. Questions rose and fell like waves.
			

			
				What did West Bank want with Orn? What did a Lightbringer require from the Hare so badly she would travel here, during these times? What was she hiding? 
			

			
				She had used wild magic to heal Orn’s wounds. Pulled energy from the land—let it die beneath her feet. He had seen it. No Lightbringer of Yûl would use the magic of Aeolin, of the creatures…of the beasts and monsters. That magic was not for men to wield. And they knew it most of all. 
			

			
				Still, he thought, she had had plenty of opportunities to kill Orn, more to kill me, and most, perhaps, to kill Toryn. She could have turned the scouts to them as well, had she wished to, but she had not.
			

			
				He decided he would trust her, if only just for now. She was the least of his concerns anyway.
			

			
				The war was over. They lost. They really lost. 
			

			
				What was a soldier without a war? A man without a home? He pushed further away as more questions trickled in like the fading sunlight, only reaching though the foliage in thin strands. 
			

			
				What was he to do now? And what of his friends on the Ridge? Were they all dead?
			

			
				Aetrius sighed. He was not a better fighter than most of them. He could not wield magic like Orn or Sariel. 
			

			
				He was just in the right places, at what always felt like the wrong times. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 13:
			

			
				Forgotten Daughter
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sariel sat remarkably still, frozen in place as the world burned around her. The Shadestalker had disappeared into the forest, and in his absence, she released herself. She allowed the heavy beams that braced the dam of her mind to crumble. All that it held crashed down in sweeping waves. Poured from within.
			

			
				It had been ten months. Ten months since she left the Temple of the Third Flame. 
			

			
				No. Escaped.
			

			
				Ten months since she had escaped, lucky to have made it away with her life. Most days she wished she hadn’t. Most days she wished she had let Volmir kill her.
			

			
				In the past year, Sariel had followed thread after thread, traced their intricate wrappings with marred fingers. She had pursued whispers and voices across continents. She had hunted answers with the ferocity she once reserved only for her foes. It had all led her here. To this city. To her last chance. Now it was wasted. Gone. A day too late. Ten months and a single night had robbed her of whatever future she may have had.
			

			
				Her bones ached and creaked in discomfort. Her body was stiff, her hands sore and blistered. She was already on borrowed time. She had been for quite a while, and she knew that, but now it was definite. There was no return.
			

			
				The sun was sinking lower in the sky. Its pink and orange hues clung to the horizon, grasping at its edges, begging Aeolin for another hour of light. A few of the strongest beams broke through the forest coverage and painted the white stone. The creek babbled sloppily next to her, and the bird song was swiftly replaced with the chirping of insects. The beauty that had once been held by this temple had left it an empty husk long ago.
			

			
				What irony. The forgotten servant, in Yûl’s forgotten hall. She turned and looked at the crumpled head of the statue solemnly, with its eyes weeping moss onto the weed cracked floor.
			

			
				“Did they abandon you, the way that you have abandoned me?” she whispered so that only she herself could hear. Or were they ordered to worship you until their bitter end?
			

			
				Sariel’s eyes traced the scattered stone of the First Flame’s long abandoned temple, the cracked rock now more headstone than shrine. They lingered on the small campfire she herself had started. The closest thing to the Eternal Flame that had burned in these halls since it had been snuffed. Sariel had never seen a place so devoid of Yûl’s touch—so devoid of any touch. Her lips curled in disgust at the weakness that yet lingered here. It seemed to seep into her bones in the form of doubt. Doubt in her faith. Doubt in her journey.
			

			
				This is not your end any more than it is mine. She ran a gloved hand along Yûl’s stone cheek. 
			

			
				To her right, they slept. The boy and the dwarf. She had once sought him with unmatched fervor. Now, she cared little for his existence. Half of her was angry at herself for helping them. Another trivial interaction that would only slow her progress. The other half could care less. For what more progress was there to be made anyway?
			

			
				Sariel was growing reckless. She had marched to fight ten in a fight that had not been her own, when she needed only to step aside and let them pass. She had healed three grave injuries, two of which had been on the boy alone, using dangerous magic. 
			

			
				Borrowed magic. 
			

			
				But she had little choice. Yûl had abandoned her to death or torment. Her deal was done. Over the second she disobeyed the Light Mothers. Now she was picking at scraps.
			

			
				Fabric rustled to her right, and she whipped her head instinctively toward the noise only to see the young boy stirring in his sleep. Toryn. That is what his brother had called him. He looked like the elder too, only smaller. Thinner. His features were not yet filled with age. After last night, however, they were filled with the same pain. The boy wore it now. Even in his sleep.
			

			
				Sariel grunted. How easily she could have killed him last night. Snapped his fragile bones. How much she had wanted to. She had hungered for it.
			

			
				He was stronger than he looked. That arrow would’ve taken another. Strong like his brother, she thought to herself. Shadestalker. She spat. The King of Thume picked his assassins well.
			

			
				Sariel stood and began to walk towards the stream, her joints cracking along each shift of her weight.
			

			
				“Aetrius?” a voice called suddenly. It was hardly a whisper.
			

			
				Sariel froze. Peering over her shoulder, she made eye contact with the boy. He was propped up on his elbows, pale-faced and beaded with sweat. Matted hair clung to his forehead, and his eyes were open, but unseeing.
			

			
				Still, Sariel felt he saw her. She hung frozen in the ferocity of the child’s gaze.
			

			
				She debated responding, but the boy said no more. He collapsed softly back onto the sleeping pad. My sleeping pad. She grunted as his breath grew louder, and he went still once more. Sariel wondered what it was that he knew. What it was that he remembered from last night.
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				The Shadestalker returned when the sun had just set, and the sky became deep blue, not yet black. When the raid had left earlier, it had taken all the clouds with it. In the growing darkness, the stars came out in their full splendor, and the sad husk of a temple became a ship, adrift in the sea of dark forest. The waning moon hung unimpeded. Sariel thought that too was a sign of Yûl’s blessing.
			

			
				The third in two days.
			

			
				The Lightbringer removed her helmet, no longer burdened by the scrutiny of the sunlight. Aetrius broke into the edge of camp at that moment, a bundle of wood clutched tightly to his body. Slung over his shoulder were three rabbits. He seemed deep in thought as he entered, but he stopped to watch her. He said nothing.
			

			
				Long black hair fell in jagged sheets from beneath Sariel’s helmet. It framed her face, just barely covering her dark brows. She had been cutting it herself—fighting to keep it from her golden eyes. Her olive skin shone nearly the same gold in the starlight. 
			

			
				Sariel’s large nose cut down the middle of her face in a jagged line. It had been broken, reset, and broken many more times. Her rough jaw, like the rest of her features, was squared. Powerful and chiseled.
			

			
				The assassin studied her face, his eyes darting between each scar. They froze at her mouth. There, a large, glossy white line split her left side. It climbed from chin to cheekbone, and a large chunk of her upper lip was missing with it. Her mouth hung in a perpetual snarl.
			

			
				“The boy woke, briefly,” Sariel announced. “He called for you. But the dwarf sleeps on.”
			

			
				Aetrius nodded in response and placed the pile of wood and rabbits beside the fire. He added a few of the branches he had collected, blowing on the smoldering pile of ash until it roared back to life. He worked slowly, in a deliberate sort of way. Sariel could tell he had not slept yet. An exhaustion was creeping into his movements that was well known to her. 
			

			
				“As much as the animal pains me, I am glad you managed to find Tully,” Aetrius said, beckoning towards the brown horse she had tracked down earlier. “The woods here are denser than I remember. I’m sure it was no easy task.”
			

			
				The horse had raced through the deep woods for hours. And Sariel had spent nearly as long tracking it as she had calming it. “I thought the boy may have been alone,” she said. “I did not wish to leave him without a horse.” 
			

			
				Aetrius crossed over to Tully and began going through the saddle bags. “I made sure to pack him well. He carries a lot of supplies that we need. Without him, we wouldn’t get very far.” From the bags, he removed an iron skillet, and returned to the fire to begin preparing the rabbit.
			

			
				The Shadestalker was skilled at butchering the game, well-practiced from his time spent in the wild, she imagined. Or his time butchering men. Sariel continued with her own routine, tending to her horse, and preparing her side of the camp for the night. The two worked silently, each measuring and gauging the other. His eyes found her whenever he thought she wasn’t looking. He did not trust her, nor did she trust him. But that was fine with her.
			

			
				Aetrius went to his brother and the dwarf. Spoke to them in gentle whispers while they slept, and Sariel made no attempt to listen. His business was his business. And it was business she did not care to know. For the man spoke to his horse too, she noted, and often, as if he was speaking to an old friend. And any man that speaks to his horse would have nothing worth hearing.
			

			
				Before long the camp was sweet with the scent of food, and her mouth watered. Sariel had not eaten all day, save for some of the dried scraps taken from the scouts. So, when the meat was done and he called her to it, she had to stop herself from running. 
			

			
				Aetrius served the food in small wooden bowls that he had also taken from Tully’s pack. Sariel accepted hers gratefully. But before she returned to her own side of the stream, she spooned a single bite into the flames as an offering.
			

			
				Kûl-âsh ahna, she recited to herself. Eat and be sated.
			

			
				Aetrius let her be. He sat beside the dwarf and his brother. As he did, the small boy rose again, more weakly this time, and Aetrius fed him small spoonfuls.
			

			
				The boy stole a few glances in her direction. Sariel buried herself in her bowl. He was quick to return to sleep, and she was grateful for it. The last thing she needed now was the incessant bothering that came with a nearby child.
			

			
				Aetrius washed the pan and the bowls meticulously when he finished, then removed and cleaned his armor. He rinsed the blood from its surface, dried it with a thin cloth, and lowered it down beside the water. The Shadestalker was quick with his steel. Rough. For a second, he held it as if he were ready to toss it—to hurl it far into the woods. But he seemed to rethink this. He stashed it away with the rest of his things, the look of disgust no longer able to be hidden.
			

			
				Strange boy. Sariel trudged over to the stream. She cleaned her own bowl as he had, doing her best to mimic the Shadestalker’s movements and attention, for clearly the wood meant something to him. She returned it when she had finished. A slight nod of her head was all they shared before she put distance between them again.
			

			
				This time, he followed.
			

			
				Sariel’s muscles twitched as he approached, and she readied herself for a fight. He sat down on the temple ground a few feet from her. 
			

			
				The Shadestalker pulled his legs inward until they crossed. “He is thankful for you,” he said, turning his gaze toward his sleeping brother, “and I am sure he will say so himself, when he is rested.”
			

			
				On this side of the stream, the fire was not bright enough to cast either of them in full light. They each hid what they could in the shadows. Sariel her distaste. He, something else, and far more pained, she noticed.
			

			
				“He needn’t,” Sariel said. She wished he wouldn’t. She was growing weary of the constant reminders of her mistakes.
			

			
				“He will. You have risked much for us this day, and the last, and I am thankful too. I fear what would have become of me, had anything happened to him.” Aetrius turned to her.
			

			
				He was young. Sariel could see it in his eyes. No more than twenty-five, if she had to guess. But there was something beyond his age that grasped at the edges of him. The way his brow sagged. The downturned corners of his lips.
			

			
				“It has always been the two of us,” he explained. “Our mother died when he was young.”
			

			
				“Father?”
			

			
				Aetrius just shrugged. “Wasn’t the type to stay around. Don’t even know if ours is the same, to be honest, but Toryn doesn’t need to know that.” He pointed to Orn. “That’s as close as we’ve got.” Aetrius stopped, debating his next question. “Do you have any kin of your own?”
			

			
				“Many brothers and sisters,” Sariel answered. She didn’t know why she lied so fluidly.
			

			
				“Then you understand why I must protect him.”
			

			
				“Yes.” Sariel nodded, lying again. If only someone had felt that way about her, things might’ve been different. Her throat squeezed inward.
			

			
				Volmir…
			

			
				“I failed. I could not protect him. Either of them. Were it not for you, they would be dead.” Aetrius’ eyes softened. “I owe you a great debt.”
			

			
				Sariel did not need another life debt. She did not want one. “You owe me nothing, Shadestalker.” 
			

			
				He recoiled at the name. 
			

			
				“You did well to get them here. Without you, the boy would have burned with your city.” Sariel frowned. Along with all my chances, she thought.
			

			
				“I cannot help but feel differently.”
			

			
				Sariel grunted her acknowledgement just as Aetrius turned away. The darkness grew closer. The low moon sent shadows to stretch the First Temple grounds. Shadows their measly fire could not keep away. Silence grew between them that neither seemed willing to break, and somewhere, an owl Sariel had never heard before, cooed.
			

			
				A small reminder that she was far from her home.
			

			
				“You know, it took me nearly two weeks to get back to Stonehorn from the Ridge,” the Shadestalker said suddenly, turning back. “The whole ride, I imagined how disappointed he would be to see me.”
			

			
				“Disappointed?” She raised her eyebrows.
			

			
				“I am not the same man that left for this war. I had hoped that something would change when I came back to Stonehorn. That the piece of me I felt was missing would somehow return.” He sighed. “I walked through the gates and felt the same as I feel I ever have. Even though I know I haven’t always been this way. Something foul rages within me. I worry he may become wrapped up in it, the longer that he stays in my company. More than that, I worry that a day is coming where he will no longer recognize what has become of me.”
			

			
				Aetrius paused, and for the first time, Sariel thought she understood him completely. His gaze made her far too vulnerable, and when he looked away, Sariel released the breath she had been holding.
			

			
				“I am supposed to be the one to care for him,” Aetrius continued, more slowly now. “Yet, I fear I will become his burden.”
			

			
				“Your war weighs heavily on you.” Sariel did not know what else it could be. He would not be the first man she had seen loose himself to violence. She doubted he would be the last.
			

			
				“This war has stretched on and on, and the lines have long since begun to blur and fade. What morality is still to be found? What honor? No, it no longer weighs heavily on me. And that is what frightens me the most. It has begun to live in me. It has seeded within my frame in a way that is too deep now to be unrooted.
			

			
				“I killed many last night…so many. Men. Women. Likely children in the armor of my enemy. There was one that looked the same as me. I wonder if he had a brother too.” It was his turn to look away this time.
			

			
				For years Sariel had hunted monsters in the name of Yûl. She had spread their light across North Lamel. She had questioned nothing. Not until it was too late to question. How many of those monsters had once been people? How many still were—just trapped, looking for a way out? How many truly had been just mindless beasts? Was it ever so black and white?
			

			
				“The fact that you wonder, means you are not lost. You did what you had to do to escape with your life,” Sariel reassured him…reassured herself.
			

			
				“Yes,” Aetrius said, “I did what I had to do. That’s what I have told myself for years. And I will continue to do what I must. Now, it will be to keep my brother safe. War or no war. He is my priority.”
			

			
				“Where will you go?” she asked. “Where will you take the boy?” A strange sense of worry flooded through her.
			

			
				The boy. She looked to him. Small and sleeping. Yûl’s first sign. He had seen her, truly seen her, and he had not been afraid. He had been… sorry…
			

			
				“That is the question,” Aetrius said. “We have no family. I have never left Stonehorn, save for the war. I am hoping that Orn will have an idea when he wakes. Otherwise, I will take Ílmur back to North Lamel, and set her free. I had promised her master I would release her when the war was through. It seems it has ended.”
			

			
				Ílmur. The name of their sun. Sariel’s face flushed as she looked at up the heavens. Yûl’s second sign. There was much more to this group than coincidence. But they could not go North. She looked to the waning moon. 
			

			
				To Yûl’s third and final sign. 
			

			
				I cannot return there, she begged the God. If you wish for me to follow—if you are telling me to follow, I cannot return there.
			

			
				“North Lamel is not like Thume,” Sariel warned. She had not been back since she escaped. Since she had been hunted like a rabid dog. Even still, there was a reason that the Lightbringers had made their home there. It was wrought with monsters. “There is no path from here to there that is safe for them to travel.” She motioned to the dwarf and the child.
			

			
				“Everywhere has become dangerous,” Aetrius scoffed. “I was safer on the warfront than I was within my own city.” He lay back, staring at the open sky above the temple, and scooped a small stone up with his hand. He began gently tossed it upwards, catching it each time as it came back down, and tossing it again. “I wish the Gods would grant me a vision. I wish a great hand would point at the map. Go Here! It would tell me. Do This! It would say,” he muttered.
			

			
				Sariel felt her own anger rise as she looked at the moon. “Careful that you do not confuse guidance for command. The Gods would make you their pawn,” she grumbled, “if you but give them the chance.”
			

			
				“Command would be welcome. Freedom has become my prison. What good is the freedom of choice if every choice is incorrect? If every decision brings you, or the ones you care about, closer to their undoing?”
			

			
				“You forsake autonomy because the threats loom large? I did not take you for a coward, Shadestalker. It is the freedom of our choices, not their correctness, that make us. If you are to die, then die by your hand, not by the orders of man or God.”
			

			
				Aetrius was silent for a time. He stopped tossing his stone and stared upwards at the stars, breathing slowly.
			

			
				“Is that why you forsake your own to use wild magic?” He asked softly.
			

			
				Sariel’s shoulders grew heavy. She had forgotten his intelligence and betrayed herself with her statement. If I lie now, it will only deepen the distrust between us. 
			

			
				It was quiet as she pondered her answer. Even the crickets had stopped their chirping.
			

			
				The crickets have stopped.
			

			
				Thuluk! Sariel was on her feet in a flash, her hand on her hammer and he was beside her, sword already drawn. A high-pitched cackle erupted from the forest. It was answered by another. The woods became alive with laughter.
			

			
				“Thuluk!” she yelled.
			

			
				There was no time to don her armor. Aetrius was already across the stream, standing in front of his brother and Orn as the first of the beasts slunk from the forest. Its black eyes reflected the flames of the fire, its red skin pulled tight to its skeletal face. It opened its mouth, jagged sharp teeth lining its extended maw, and raised it to the sky to release another shrill laugh.
			

			
				It stood slowly, rising from four legs to two and began to chatter, its teeth cracking against each other. It was signaling, she realized with dread. Calling to the others.
			

			
				This thuluk was smaller than the ones from last night. Only a few hairs above five feet tall. Its arms dangled past its knees lazily, large claws grasping at the air. 
			

			
				Behind it, as if on cue, two more emerged from the woods. Fuck. All three stood on the opposite side of the stream from Sariel. They slunk close to the ground like wolves, closing in on their prey. For now, they were focused on Aetrius and the boy, who had stirred and sat awake in a panic behind him.
			

			
				The boy!
			

			
				Sariel moved until she was parallel to the thuluk on the opposite side of the stream before she crossed. Thuluk were nimble and aggressive creatures. This would not be an easy fight. The three were going to be more trouble than the ten scouts they had fought earlier. Only the one closest to her noticed her approach, and it turned to face her as the other two rushed towards Aetrius in unison. 
			

			
				The thuluk closed the distance on all fours. Sariel swung her hammer towards it as it came within range. It seemed to anticipate her blow, halting just as she swung. Her hammer loudly cracked into the temple floor beneath her, sending a spray of rock outward. The thuluk walked adjacent to her. It cackled, as if it was laughing at her feeble attempt, before jumping towards her. Sariel raised her hammer just in time. The metal handle wedged in the creature's mouth. She used it to hold the beast away from her face. Pain shot through her side. Its long claws dug into her, ripping through the fabric of her gambeson, and scratching and pulling at her skin. 
			

			
				Sariel cursed. She had not fought without armor in so long, she had forgotten the weakness of flesh.
			

			
				With great force, she twisted her body, spinning and hurling the thuluk towards the stream behind her. Her blood pooled. She ignored it and charged towards the other two that had made for Aetrius. 
			

			
				The boy. Protect the child. 
			

			
				The Shadestalker was engaged with the first, the second had leapt past him towards Orn’s unconscious body. It didn’t see her coming. Sariel rushed forward. She smashed its skull from the side with her hammer, just before it could close its mouth around Orn’s still face. The creature’s limp body was tossed to the side. The lower portion of its jaw gone completely. Sariel turned to join forces with Aetrius, taking two steps forward before she was tackled by the thuluk she had tossed in the stream. 
			

			
				The wind rushed from her lungs. Burning pain filled her chest. They wouldn’t fill again. She couldn’t breathe. Sariel slammed into the cold stone ground and wrapped her hands around its thick neck. Using all her strength, she held it at bay as it snapped its teeth, searching for the flesh of her unguarded face. It was still wet with the water and her grip faltered. Its mouth lowered. It gnashed just inches from the tip of her crooked nose.
			

			
				With a spray of thick purple blood, a dagger protruded from the underside of its jaw, driving towards her own face. It stopped. The thuluk fell still. Sariel pushed its heavy body from her own and rose to her feet. The young boy stood panting, still bandaged, gripping his brother's dagger. Sariel gave him a nod of thanks. She turned again to Aetrius, who had now taken an arm off the thuluk he was fighting.
			

			
				Sariel moved to stand next to him, her ribs burning in pain as she did, and the two of them stood tall in front of the thuluk. It hesitated for a moment, realizing it was outmatched, before turning to sprint into the woods. It got no more than a few paces before it was struck at the base of its skull by an arrow. 
			

			
				Its body dropped. 
			

			
				The momentum carried the creature forward, sliding across the stone before being stopped by the wall of trees.
			

			
				Sariel collapsed to the stone floor and dropped her hammer. She reached for her side, grasping at her new wound. Aetrius dropped his bow and rushed to her. 
			

			
				Toryn joined him.
			

			
				“It is not very deep,” Aetrius reassured Sariel as he inspected the gash. “It covers a large area though, and it will sour if we leave it untreated. I will stop the bleeding, and together we can wrap it. Save your magic. It would not do well to exert yourself further.” His eyes twinkled knowingly, and Sariel knew their conversation from before was not over.
			

			
				She grit her teeth as he returned to his bags and searched for the remainder of his moss. Toryn stood silently between the two of them. Orn remained asleep, gloriously free from the entire ordeal.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Sariel said, looking up at the boy.
			

			
				He looked terribly small, standing shirtless in the light of the fire. He held tightly to a dagger that may as well have been a shortsword to him. He was thin, with pronounced collarbones, and nearly devoid of muscle. He had gotten lucky. Again. That seemed to be his power.
			

			
				“I guess we’re even now.” He shrugged, his cracked lips forming a well-intentioned smile. 
			

			
				Sariel couldn’t help herself. She roared with laughter and was struck immediately with pain as she did. The absurdity of it all was too much for her. The frail boy and his large dagger, the sleeping dwarf, the dead thuluk, the assassin of Thume, the signs of her God. What the fuck had she stumbled into. In all her travels she’d never been in such an odd situation.
			

			
				The boy, mistaking her laughter for being at his wit, joined in and came closer, sitting down beside her.
			

			
				“You should find yourself a shirt before you freeze, Fawn,” Sariel said, as Aetrius worked his way back over.
			

			
				“Already found.” Aetrius tossed Toryn his linen shirt, which he had picked up from Sariel’s sleeping mat on the way over. He extended his hand towards Sariel and opened it, revealing a handful of the blue green moss. 
			

			
				She took it gratefully and drove it into her wounds through the holes in the fabric. “Fuck.” She winced. “May as well shove gold into my wounds with how much this shit costs.”
			

			
				“We will find more when we head north,” Aetrius reasoned. But Sariel knew they would not.
			

			
				“North? Where are we going?” Toryn asked, pulling his shirt over his head. 
			

			
				“I’m not sure,” Aetrius answered honestly. “But we must go. I was hoping Orn would have some ideas, however he seems content to sleep his life away.”
			

			
				“I will wake him.” Toryn rose from his position.
			

			
				Sariel’s pain subsided as she finished. The bleeding stopped. Aetrius was right, they were just superficial wounds.
			

			
				“Let him rest,” Aetrius insisted, stopping Toryn before he could bother Orn. “I’m sure he’ll be up in the morning, and there’s nothing for us to do tonight.”
			

			
				Toryn sat back down, immediately returning his full attention back to Sariel. The boy vibrated with excitement. “Is it true you’re a Lightbringer? One of the ones from this temple? Tybalt told me that Yûl blesses his Lightbringers with strength and height. Is that why you’re so tall? Is that why your hammer is so big? I don’t think I could lift it. I don’t think Aetrius could lift it either. Is that why your horse is so big?”
			

			
				“Leave her be Toryn, she was up all night caring for you. It is time she rests, and you would do well to do the same.” Aetrius cut the conversation short. 
			

			
				Sariel looked at him gratefully as Toryn grumbled but did not argue with his brother. Instead, the boy returned to the oversized sleeping pad. Sariel nodded her head to Aetrius in thanks. She stood slowly, avoiding opening her wounds.
			

			
				“There is an extra sleeping pad,” Aetrius said, freeing it from Tully. “I see you have lent Toryn your own, so please take it, at least for the evening. I will take the first watch and wake you in a few hours. You are welcome to stay on your side of the temple, but I would recommend you join us here at the fire. It seems that the night may not be as restful as we had hoped.” Aetrius unhitched Tully from the small tree and began to lead him back to his brother.
			

			
				Sariel took the sleeping pad and decided begrudgingly that the Shadestalker was right. It would be unwise to remain separated. Especially in rest. So, she took her horse across the stream and hitched him near Ílmur, who seemed very displeased with the change. When Sariel had moved all her belongings as well, she lay on the pad by the fire and let sleep come to her. 
			

			
				Sariel drifted off, listening to the two brothers talk of the thuluk. For the first time in a long time, she was glad not to be alone.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 14:
			

			
				The Aranor's Tail
			

			
				 
			

			
				Queen Elena Valdarian stood with bated breath. She wrapped her hands tightly around the hilt of Birdsong and pressed her back against the large boulder beside her. One of its jagged edges dug into her lower spine. She ignored the pain.
			

			
				Movement now was suicide.
			

			
				For the past few hours, Elena and Sir Kairn had held on this mountaintop, hidden among a field of cracked rocks, biding their time until their pursuers closed in. The horses were hitched in the valley far below. They had returned on foot to stage their ambush.
			

			
				Thick white clouds encircled the peak. Elena could not see more than a few feet, and what she could see was blurred and uncertain. Dark jagged outlines of stone. Shadows. Kairn lay in wait elsewhere. Elena was alone.
			

			
				And worse, she was afraid.
			

			
				Armored footsteps crunched against the dry brown grass around the queen as she did her best to stomach her rising fear. She listened, gauging the size of each by the weight of their footfalls. She listened as they stopped, movement replaced by whispers. And she listened as they dispersed, splitting among the rocks like water, flowing outwards towards the mountain's edge. One by one. Just as Kairn hoped. 
			

			
				A whistle cut through the fog. Two sharp melodic notes. Elena breathed in deeply and held it, willing her heart to stop its racing. She pursed her lips and whistled her two-note response.
			

			
				Now.
			

			
				The Queen sprung from behind the boulder and the mountaintop erupted into turmoil. A distant shadow fumbled through the clouds. A man. He was there, and then he was gone. There was no cry as Kairn cut him down. Another shape emerged from the fog. This one moved to her.
			

			
				From head to toe, the soldier was armored with the visage of the stag. Massive antlers adorned his helmet. His shoulder plates interlocked in a series of well-placed joints, his chest plate bore the crest of Thume.
			

			
				My crest. Elena’s arms tingled. Her hair stood on end. She came alive with wrath and fury. The queen forced her mind to calm, returning herself to stillness. 
			

			
				‘Anger has no place in battle,’ Elena recited to herself. ‘Rage is death of men.’ Remember your training.
			

			
				Elena spun Birdsong and it sang, whistling a melody through the growing wind in a series of crisp notes. The man was large. He strode towards her holding a wicked hammer. Elena tried not to think about how easily he moved towards her.
			

			
				She tried to reason with her quivering arm. She tried to pretend he would not be her first fight. Her first real fight. This was not a game anymore. She was not with Kairn in the yard anymore. This was real. 
			

			
				He was real.
			

			
				The man rushed her. He smashed the face of the hammer downwards as if he was trying to split the ground beneath her feet, and so he did. Elena moved quickly. She darted out of the way and allowed the face of the hammer to collide into the boulder where she had stood. 
			

			
				THWACK.
			

			
				Stone cracked, and Elena swooped to her right, stepping three paces forward. She sliced the back of the man’s knee as she went. His leg collapsed beneath him, and he released a howl of pain into the frigid air.
			

			
				Elena folded her right arm behind her back and held her blade out to her left—stuck in a beautiful dance as the soldier recollected himself. He awkwardly returned his weight to his useless leg.
			

			
				Powering through with a savage yell, the man turned towards Elena and limped forward, this time swinging his hammer in a horizontal arc. Elena leaned back, allowing the swing to pass overhead. A gust of wind shifted by the steel caressed her face gently as it passed. Elena sent her blade screaming upwards, stripping the man's hands clean from his body, and sending his heavy hammer spiraling outward into the fog. 
			

			
				He screamed.
			

			
				Elena wanted to claw at her ears—to pull them off her head. The sound curdled the blood in her veins. She had done that. She had made him scream that way. Without thinking, she drove Birdsong into the base of his neck. He convulsed against the blade. His scream cut short.
			

			
				Elena stepped away and froze. Birdsong sat wedged in the dead man’s neck. His lifeless eyes stared up at her, more white than color. He looked fake. Like a puppet or a painting. Like something that had not been moving, yelling, fighting, just a second ago. A distant scream shook her from her stupor. 
			

			
				Queen Elena pulled birdsong free and stepped into the fog.
			

			
				One by one, the others fell. Soldiers reduced to clattering steel and desperate voices. Kairn was much faster than her, and much more deadly. His greatsword was a weapon of power. Yet, he swung it as if it were a weapon of speed. Elena knew that he could’ve taken them all in a fair fight had he wished to, though he was not dull enough to take unnecessary risks. Together, they had plotted their ambush. Now, she allowed herself to become emboldened by its success.
			

			
				The queen moved quickly, following the sounds of violence until she found herself at the edge of a small clearing ringed by stones. The bodies of three lay there steaming. Still warm. Kain had already passed through. As she stepped into the center of it, so did another. A slender woman. She carried two long and curved daggers. They were ornate and extended back behind her hands. 
			

			
				The woman’s eyes narrowed as if she had at last found her prize. On her chest was the stag of Thume beneath a crescent moon.
			

			
				Shadestalker.
			

			
				Elena knew she should be afraid, terrified even, but instead she could no longer hold her rage at bay. She released it like a wildfire and let it consume her. An assassin handpicked by her father, had come to kill her. Her arms burned, her chest crackled.
			

			
				Queen Elena removed her cloak and threw it to the ground before stepping forward. “Look upon my face, traitor, for it is the last you will see.” She held Birdsong outward between them. “Show me that you live up to the title my father bestowed upon you.”
			

			
				The Shadestalker’s lips curled upward in disgust. “Traitor? The war is over. Your name is finished. You seek to stretch the fighting longer just to sit upon the throne? You betray your people and prolong the inevitable. I have come to hasten it. What difference does it make who orders the violence, so long as it ends?”
			

			
				She stopped her pacing and launched herself towards Elena without warning. Both of daggers raced towards the queen’s heart. 
			

			
				Elena caught them with Birdsong. Barely. She held them, frozen in place, just above her chest as they slowly inched closer. Elena’s strength faded. The two glared at each other. 
			

			
				Then, Elena’s right steel gauntlet launched upward and crashed into the woman's chin—a wave against the cliffside.
			

			
				The Shadestalker staggered backwards. Her split lip dribbled blood down her chin. She wiped it away with the back of her hand and smiled. “How unconventional. I have forgotten your master, but it will not happen again. Show me what the legendary Shield Breaker has taught you. Show me if he truly is the best in Aeolin.”
			

			
				The Shadestalker rushed towards the queen again, this time her daggers swept across the space between them in wide crescents. Over and over, she sliced in horizontal waves. Every move met with Elena’s hastened blade and a quick rush of sparks. Steel on steel. It rang against the highest mountains like a temple bell.
			

			
				Over and over, the daggers rained upon Elena. Try as she might, the Shadestalker could not touch the queen with her blades. Elena countered every twist with her sword. The assassin sprinted backwards and sent two knives flying towards the queen from her boot. Elena traded Birdsong across both hands, spinning it to direct the knives away.
			

			
				In passing, one caught her shoulder, and the pain shot down to her fingertips. The knives skittered across the stones behind her, out into the open air, and down the mountainside. Again, the queen felt her strength fading.
			

			
				The Shadestalker appeared just as she had when she first stepped into the clearing. Unphased. Before Elena could determine her next move, the assassin rushed her again. 
			

			
				Two steps forward. That's as far as the woman made it before her body fell nearly in two. Her top and bottom halves parted from one another. Sir Kairn stepped forward from the fog, his longsword stained red with thick blood.
			

			
				Elena gasped. “She was mine! Have you no honor!?” Her stomach flipped at the sight of the dead woman. The Shadestalker had been Elena’s to fight. Elena’s to kill. That was unspoken.
			

			
				“Honor died in Misthold with your father,” Kairn answered. “Survival is all we have now.” His face was wooden and inscrutable as he wiped his sword against the cloak of the dead woman. He sheathed the large blade on his back. His eyes lingered on the woman’s face, and a small expression of recognition passed over him before he forcefully returned himself to vacancy.
			

			
				“Are you alright?” the swordmaster asked finally, returning his attention to Elena.
			

			
				Elena debated answering honestly, but “I’m fine,” was all she said.
			

			
				“We don’t have time for duels, Elena.” Kairn took her shortness for anger.
			

			
				“I will not let them take the one thing I still have.”
			

			
				“You sound like your father.”
			

			
				“Is that such a bad thing?”
			

			
				Kairn didn’t answer. 
			

			
				Elena dropped her voice. “Is that the rest of them?” She hoped that it was.
			

			
				“For now,” he replied. “More will follow, I’m sure, when Marcella reaches Oakguarde. She will not take kindly to the failure of the Royal Court. She will send her own to pursue us.”
			

			
				“Is that a promise?” Elena asked. She wasn’t sure where the anger came from, only that it exploded from her at the suggestion. She had yet to still herself from the fight. 
			

			
				“Do not let your desire for revenge overpower your intuition. There will be a time and a place for it, but I will not see it be your undoing,” Kairn said. His voice was gentle, but it carried a heavy warning. “I loved your father more than you will ever know, Sparrow. I will not let my anger…my loss…weaken the shield he expected me to hold before you. Do not let your own weaken the strength you need to lead your people. We must avoid a fight until we are in the position to win.” He turned and began walking away. “Let’s grab the horses and leave the bodies for the vultures. We can make it to the valley by nightfall, if we hurry, and avoid the cold.” 
			

			
				Sir Kairn began a silent descent and Elena followed.
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				It took the pair the rest of the day to get down from the top of the mountain peak. Just before noon, they had dipped again beneath the clouds and their world had darkened, the sun not fully penetrating the thick layer. That only served to make it colder. Elena began to worry about the cutting winds they would soon face on the Wandering Plains.
			

			
				The young queen had never been so deep within the Aranor’s Tail. She had read about the mountains, learned their history with Monserrat, studied their flora and fauna, but to be here now among the giants was another thing entirely. She only wished it were under better circumstance.
			

			
				The Aranor’s Tail was a strong ridge—tall, white capped, and rugged. Mountains shot from the ground as if their stones had once hoped to reach the stars. The trail they followed avoided most of these peaks and stuck instead to the deep and lush valleys. At times Elena was moved nearly to tears by the beauty of it all, and perhaps more so by the fact that it fell within her kingdom. She tried to imagine the height of the Red Ridge as they walked. It was said to be double that of the Tail. 
			

			
				Sir Kairn led her silently. His boots never seemed to make a sound. Purposeful, she was sure. The knight avoided dry leaves, broken branches, and anything that would otherwise giveaway their location, and Queen Elena followed each footstep like a lost pup. Together they created their own grooves of silence, and nature moved in to fill them.
			

			
				Birds sang their songs. Large elk bugled. Foxes squealed. Elena wished that Kairn would fill the space between them with word, but he did not. At the back of Elena’s mind, sorrow ate away at her. It chewed a cavern in her brain, made a home, and went to rest. Never did it seem to leave. Try as she might to replace it with the vibrant world around her, the life on the Tail only seemed to make it that much worse.
			

			
				Elena had killed a man that morning—slain him with her own hand. He would never again sing as the songbirds did. Whether or not he deserved his death had long since faded from mind. In the absence of action, there was only guilt.
			

			
				Grief rolled in and out like a traveling show. For hours Elena would be fine, and then it would find its way in and start its song and dance. She did not understand how Kairn carried it all so well. The shape of her soul felt different. Its edges had grown jagged. It never settled. Every time she moved it rubbed her raw.
			

			
				It was late afternoon when they first took rest. Kairn had brought them off the trail to sit down beside a slow-moving stream. There was still much ground for them to cover. Elena stood just beside him. She continued thumbing the hilt of her sword, as she had for the last thirty minutes, reliving the jarring feeling of the fatal blow delivered earlier that morning. She ran her tongue over her dry and cracked lips.
			

			
				Elena stopped and crouched down. You have to drink, she told herself, as if suddenly remembering that she was alive, and had to do her utmost stay that way.
			

			
				The queen made to scoop water from the stream when she caught sight of her reflection. It was the first she’d seen herself since she left the castle. She hardly recognized herself. Her hair was knotted. Her cheeks windburned. And she had freckles.
			

			
				She had never had freckles…
			

			
				Elena wiped at her skin with the back of her hand, and they smeared. Not freckles, she realized sadly. Blood. Instead of drinking, she washed her face with the cold water, scrubbing until she could no longer feel the tip of her nose.
			

			
				“Does it ever get easier?” Elena asked, leaning back, and sitting beside her swordmaster. She did not know what easier meant. What it looked like. Was there a way to carry a life?
			

			
				Kairn seemed to understand her question at once. “No,” he said. “It doesn’t. In some ways, you grow more accustomed to it. In others, you do not. I have killed many, and I still remember their faces.” He poured the clear, cool water on his head, ran it through his hair, and tied the thick strands back in a large knot. Then he placed a soft hand on her shoulder. “I am sorry, Sparrow. This is not what your father would’ve wanted for you.”
			

			
				She wondered what her father would have wanted. It didn’t matter now. But perhaps in a way it always would. Everything now would be what he wanted. His final wish. Elena to be queen. Elena to run, to flee, to avoid death and return for the throne.
			

			
				She could hardly resent him for it, however. Her only other option would have been being poisoned.
			

			
				Elena saw in his eyes laid her own hand on top of her sword master’s. She looked into his sorrowful eyes. The man who had just as much raised her as Varrow. Her only bit of peace in this awful life she had been thrust into. “I know, Kairn.”
			

			
				“This war is far from over, and you will lead many soldiers. Never forget this day, Elena. Never forget the weight of a life. Each has worth.”
			

			
				“Even those of our enemy?” Elena asked softly, her voice barely discernible over the rush of the water. She felt guilty for even asking, but a large part of her was still angry. She didn’t want any of this. They came to her.
			

			
				“They are the heroes of their own stories. We are to them what they are to us. Were you born a thousand miles to the west, perhaps you would be amongst Marcella’s forces,” Kairn said.
			

			
				“I sometimes wonder where I would be, if not here,” Elena murmured.
			

			
				“Our minds are tricky things. If we do not herd them, they will run free. This journey is only to be taken once, and only to be taken by you. There is no other.” Kairn began to walk away, continuing down the winding trail of the mountain, and Elena followed.
			

			
				The pain of her kill was not as fresh as it had been before, but it was not numbed either. She knew now that it may never be. This brought her some solace, in a strange way.
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				It was evening when they reached their horses. They had been tied off to a group of trees in a small knoll near the base of the mountain. With the fear of their pursuers temporarily behind them, they decided to camp for the night and continue forward in the morning. Kairn gathered wood for a fire, and together they ate their measly rations by the flames. The stars were clearer here than in Oakguarde. Kairn pointed to the constellations in the darkness. He did not know the names of most of them, nor did she. So together they made new ones. 
			

			
				They named the ugly twisted shapes for members of the Court they hated, and the pretty ones for friends and kin. Their laughter filled the knoll with music. 
			

			
				But it felt wrong to Elena. It felt as if the world should be mourning with her. She could not help but wonder how the stars managed to shine so brightly during her darkest moments. 
			

			
				The queen hung in perpetual awe at the beauty of the wilds, the strangeness of the hills and mountains, and the hum of the forest. As the night deepened, insects appeared that shone like floating candles in the dark. Bats chattered in the trees and dove in droves to eat them. They were not that far from Oakguarde, and yet she had entered into a new world.
			

			
				Elena Valdarian had spent her entire life in one small place, studying the world around her only through books—trying desperately to make the words and maps leap from the pages. But none of it had ever been real to her. Not truly. It had always been tucked away behind her large imagination. A distant thought without context.
			

			
				A story.
			

			
				And so often that story had been told to her by her father. Now it was without voice. Without guidance. And all the characters seemed worse off without it. Her most of all. 
			

			
				With each passing hour, Aeolin expanded before Elena. It should’ve been the most exciting moment of her life. But it felt so hollow. So empty.
			

			
				“Kairn?” Elena asked as she lay on her back, staring upward at the night sky, trying her best not to let the stars make her small. “What can you tell me about my mother?”
			

			
				“Why do you ask?”
			

			
				So that I don’t feel so alone, she wanted to say. Instead, she said, “Monserrat was going to talk about her the night I was summoned to the Court, but we were interrupted before she could. I never got the chance to talk to speak with her again. I had asked her to tell me something I did not know.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry, Sparrow.”
			

			
				“Don’t be.”
			

			
				“Something you don’t know… something you don’t know…,” he pondered.
			

			
				“What was she like, really?” Elena interjected. “Not her history. Her—Lilith. As a real person. I hardly remember her at all.”
			

			
				“Quiet.” Kairn chuckled. “She was quiet. Clearly not an inheritable trait.”
			

			
				“Shut up.” Elena rolled her eyes.
			

			
				“She was quiet,” he repeated again as if she hadn’t responded, “and she was kind. She loved to read. She loved to write. Your mother would write stories for your father to read to you. In that big armchair in the third wing of the castle. I’m sure you don’t remember but–”
			

			
				“–I do. I do remember that. The stories, at least.”
			

			
				“Then maybe you remember more of her than you know, little bird. I don’t think Lilith ever wanted to be in Oakguarde. Not really. I think she always missed the water.”
			

			
				“Lake Craig?” Elena asked. Exactly where we are heading?
			

			
				“Yes. It may not be the sea, but hers may as well be a sea-faring people. She was more at home at the helm of a ship than she ever was in a Court meeting. She loved to sail, and she was damn good at it too.”
			

			
				A nagging thought rose up in Elena’s mind. One she had wondered for a long, long, time. It had never been right to ask. Never proper. But there seemed no better time than now. Her feelings could hardly be more hurt than they had been lately. “Did my mother love Varrow?” Elena mumbled.
			

			
				“Elena,” Kairn started.
			

			
				“I’m not a child anymore, Kairn. I know how the world works.”
			

			
				“Your mother loved Varrow. Maybe not the way that you mean in asking, but she did,” he answered honestly. “And he loved her. It was an…unfortunate situation that led to their marriage. King Cerran’s assassination. The Bloody Winter. Your father’s rushed coronation.” He paused. “Varrow was just sixteen. So was I, of course, but he always seemed so much older than me, so much… wiser. It’s hard now to imagine ever being that young. The things we did then just seemed a part of life. A part of growing older. I’m not sure if we ever had time to realize how terrible it all was. But that’s life, I suppose.”
			

			
				It was hard for Elena to imagine her father being wiser than Sir Kairn, but she did not say that part out loud. The swordmaster was silent for a bit. He let the soft crackle of the fire fill the space between them. It would soon be out.
			

			
				“Perhaps the only good to come of it all was Queen Lilith,” Kairn continued. “Their marriage saved our kingdom. Ended the battles between East Watch and Kingsrest. I’m sure Monserrat taught you that. Neither of them wanted it, but we all needed it. They learned to be best friends, your parents. And they grew to be inseparable. I’ve never seen anyone have more fun together. They loved each other so much.” Kairn sat up and looked at Elena. “And they loved you even more.”
			

			
				“As much as sailing?” Elena smiled.
			

			
				“Even more.”
			

			
				“Am I like her?” Elena asked. That was what she had really wanted to know all this time. Was she anything like the woman who had birthed her, or was she her father’s daughter, through and through? 
			

			
				“I think you got very lucky.” Kairn smiled. “You got all the best parts of the two of them. Varrow’s strength and courage, Lilith’s compassion and intelligence,” Kairn laughed, “and you didn’t get stuck with your father’s looks either.”
			

			
				Elena laughed along with him, and then she heard it. The voice of her father. He laughed too. She did not know if she had imagined it, but the harder she tried to listen, the farther away it sounded, and so she tried not to listen at all. And in the darkness she hid her soft tears. “I would do anything to see his face again now,” she whispered.
			

			
				“Me too, Sparrow.”
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				They left in the early morning, just before sunrise. Kairn pressed the horses. The mountain trails were not kind, and he was set on getting to Kingsrest in less than a month, something that bordered the realm of impossible, even if they had better horses than the inconspicuous quarter horses they had taken with them. But Kairn said the animals needed only to last them until the city, where they would be sold for coin when they met the Crane for passage across the lake.
			

			
				For now, they would stretch their mounts thin. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 15:
			

			
				The White Crown
			

			
				 
			

			
				Aetrius woke abruptly to the sounds of clashing steel. He reached instinctively for his sword. His grasp returned empty.
			

			
				Panic.
			

			
				It seized Aetrius’ body as he sprung from his sleeping mat, twisting in the air, searching for the source of the noises. His eyes settled. His heart stilled. To his surprise, Toryn stood tall on the opposite side of the small stream, biting his tongue in concentration. He was holding Aetrius’ sword. It took both of his small hands to keep it held fully upright. Even with two, his arms shook with instability.
			

			
				“Good, Fawn! Good!” Sariel roared from beneath her helmet. She was crouched beside the boy, and she forcefully moved his shoulders into the proper fighting position. 
			

			
				Aetrius stifled a surprised laugh, unsure whether to be angry or to rejoice as Sariel squared Toryn’s body. The boy struggled to maintain the balance of the blade with every shift.
			

			
				The Lightbringer turned and stood in front of Toryn, her daunting figure casting him in shadow. “Swing!” She instructed. Her golden gaze was piercing, even behind the helmet. She held out the hilt of her hammer horizontally. A target for Toryn to aim his blow. 
			

			
				The boy did not swing the sword. Though Aetrius was proud that Toryn did not run, either. Even he would have faltered, he knew.
			

			
				“I said swing,” Sariel repeated, somehow standing even taller.
			

			
				“I do not wish to hurt you,” Toryn stammered, shifting his weight between his feet, and allowing the sword to falter further.
			

			
				Sariel erupted with laughter which sent Toryn’s face twisting into a frown. He brought the sword down, nearly stumbling forward as he did. The long blade was far more in control of him than he was of it. It crashed against the metal handle of Sariel’s hammer with a loud ringing. The exact sound that had woken Aetrius from his dreams of Ryn.
			

			
				The Lightbringer had been so busy laughing that her own grip loosened on the hammer, and when Toryn struck, her right-hand lost hold completely. The sword continued onward, sending Toryn sprawling against the stone. That only made her laugh louder.
			

			
				“Yes!” She cheered. “Good, Fawn! Again!”
			

			
				Toryn giggled along with her this time, pulling himself back to his feet and readying to bring another swing down. 
			

			
				Sariel stepped forward and stopped him. “Knees and feet shoulder width apart.” She used the handle of her hammer to spread his legs. “Stand up straight, do not bend forward,” she coached, pressing a hand into the small of his back. “You are to wield the blade, not it you. You must lead and it must follow.”
			

			
				“It’s too heavy,” Toryn groaned, rolling his eyes and head back dramatically.
			

			
				“Let us find something you can hold then, child. A stick? A blade of grass? Or would that be too heavy for you still?”
			

			
				“I’m well strong enough to take you.” Toryn furrowed his brow, springing across the distance that separated them, and colliding full force with the Lightbringer. Her body did not move. It was as if he had collided with a stone wall.
			

			
				Toryn slung his arms around her waist, huffing and puffing, trying to lift her from the ground to no avail. Sariel broke into another fit of laughter. This time her entire frame shook with the sound. She took a small step backwards, and the edge of her boot caught on a crack in the stone.
			

			
				The pair went tumbling down. 
			

			
				At her size, the Lightbringer seemed to fall in slow motion. She was a felled tree in a forest, dragging along with it a small squirrel. Toryn landed nearly perfectly on top of her. Immediately, the boy began to mimic punches with tightly balled fists, stopping each blow just before it landed.
			

			
				“Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh,” he breathed, blowing air from pursed lips dramatically with each and every fake thrust of his arm. “Block this.” 
			

			
				Sariel moved her hands lazily to block his ‘attacks.’
			

			
				“Careful you do not kill her, Master Toryn,” Aetrius chortled from his now seated position on his sleeping pad. “We may yet need the giant’s help.”
			

			
				“Aetrius!” Toryn yelled. He pulled himself from the Lightbringer, stepping on every inch of her large body as he moved. Sariel groaned loudly as he rested his full weight on the soft spot of her stomach. But she had become completely invisible to the boy. 
			

			
				Toryn ran as fast as he could, clearing the stream in one smooth jump, and tackling his older brother, who had no time to prepare himself. Aetrius managed only to release a surprised gasp before Toryn knocked the wind from him. The boy brought him fully to the ground like Sariel.
			

			
				More fake punches started immediately.
			

			
				“Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh. Surrender now or your life is forfeit,” Toryn deepened his voice dramatically.
			

			
				Aetrius twisted his body out from underneath, pinning the boy to the ground and sitting on top of his shoulders. “You have too much energy for your own good,” Aetrius gasped, still fighting for air after losing his breath. “Go you beast, run laps around the camp until you tire.”
			

			
				“Aetr... Sari... t'me... sw'd... y'th'... use... too?” Toryn mumbled from underneath Aetrius’ leg, his face squished flat against the stone.
			

			
				Aetrius released Toryn so that he could answer from a more comfortable position. “What?”
			

			
				“I said,” Toryn paused dramatically as he dusted himself off, “Sariel was teaching me to fight. Will you teach me too?”
			

			
				“I had already planned to,” Aetrius admitted, rather reluctantly. “You must learn to defend yourself.” He had hoped to be the first one to teach Toryn to do so, though he was not upset with Sariel. A large part of him had been avoiding the task. Perhaps this was the fire he needed.
			

			
				“You really mean it?” Toryn asked, wide-eyed.
			

			
				Aetrius remembered vividly how excited he had been to learn to fight. He could see that same excitement in the boy. It sent a painful throb through his heart, as Sariel gathered herself, stood, and picked up the sword that Toryn left on the ground. 
			

			
				The large woman stepped over the stream and extended the handle of the weapon towards him. She held it by the tip of its blade. 
			

			
				Aetrius took it gratefully, bowing his head in silent thanks. He ran his calloused hands across the smooth leather of the hilt until his fingers found their worn grooves. He squeezed, in, out, and tried once more to remember the feel of the hands that had held it before him.
			

			
				“Yes,” Aetrius said with a sad smile, jostling Toryn’s already messy hair. “Really.” The boy looked between the two of them, Aetrius and Sariel, as if they were wild animals interacting for the first time.
			

			
				Aetrius turned from his brother to the Lightbringer. “I see Toryn has already learned to keep you busy.” his green eyes glinted. 
			

			
				She grunted in response. 
			

			
				Aetrius extended the sword to Toryn, who took it gingerly. The boy appeared far skinnier than he had the night before. Older, too, somehow.
			

			
				“Come then, Toryn,” the Shadestalker announced, drawing one of his slender daggers from his boot. “Show me what you learned. Swing at me, as you would,” Aetrius commanded.
			

			
				Toryn looked nervous, but he raised the sword in front of himself anyway.
			

			
				“Stop,” Aetrius ordered immediately. “Your elbows have splayed. Bring them in, or you will lose your grip on the sword.”
			

			
				Toryn nodded. He brought his elbows into his sides.
			

			
				“Again.”
			

			
				Toryn raised the sword to swing and again Aetrius stopped him. He walked over to stand beside Toryn, returning his dagger to his boot and extending his hand for the sword. Toryn returned it wordlessly, appearing slightly embarrassed. He began to walk away.
			

			
				“I did not say leave, brother. Watch me.” Aetrius raised the sword in front of himself. He took a single step forward, cutting downward with the blade as slowly as he could for demonstration. “Watch the way my shoulders travel with my body, and with the blade. It is to be a part of you.”
			

			
				Sariel watched silently, and Aetrius realized she was sizing him up. Suddenly, he grew very guarded.
			

			
				Focus on Toryn, he reminded himself.
			

			
				“You hold all of the blade’s weight in your arms,” Aetrius informed his brother. “It does you no good this way, and you will tire easily. Try using your shoulders—using your whole body.”
			

			
				Toryn took the sword again and raised it. Aetrius could see him adjusting every part of his body with thought, overly conscious of his each and every movement. 
			

			
				Toryn swung the blade forward. 
			

			
				This time he used his shoulders to direct the path of the blade. Immediately, he looked to Aetrius for reassurance., a wide grin nearly splitting his face in two.
			

			
				“Good!” Aetrius cheered him on. “You’re getting it. Again.”
			

			
				Toryn swung the blade, over and over, until Aetrius was satisfied with his progress. Then the Shadestalker drew his dagger once more. 
			

			
				“Okay, now towards me this time.” Aetrius stood in front of Toryn, turning the dagger in his hand until the blade was reversed in his grip.
			

			
				Toryn glanced towards Sariel, who nodded at him encouragingly beneath her helmet. He stepped forward. The sword came down.
			

			
				Steel collided with Aetrius’ dagger. It shook Toryn’s arm so violently that he dropped the sword, which clattered loudly against the stone floor of the temple.
			

			
				“Sorry!” Toryn muttered, dropping to his hands and knees to pick it up. “I’m sorry.”
			

			
				When Aetrius had gone through his first bout of training, there had been a man assigned to walking the line of new soldiers with an iron pole. It was quite like a fire poker. If you dropped your sword, he would bring it down upon your knuckles. Aetrius could still feel the pains in his left hand when the air got cold. If he was to teach Toryn, he promised himself now, he would not be so cruel.
			

			
				Aetrius laughed and placed a hand on Toryn’s shoulder. “It’s alright, boy. Training is the place for us to make mistakes, so that when the time comes, we have learned all the ways in which we can avoid them. Or at least, how to recover when we make them again. Here,” Aetrius helped to place Toryn’s hands equidistant from each other on the hilt, “like this. Your grip was far too close together. Now, the weight of the sword will distribute itself equally.”
			

			
				Toryn kept his hands where Aetrius had left them and squared his body to try again. He was halfway to raising the sword when a feeble voice cut the air from the other side of the camp.
			

			
				“Things bigger’n you boy. Be careful,” chirped Orn. The dwarf was propped against the pack behind him, and he looked remarkably frail and sickly. Despite that, he managed to shoot a toothy smile towards the two brothers.
			

			
				“ORN!” the boys yelled in unison, dropping their weapons, and sprinting to him.
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				The stream babbled softly, the sounds of the water filling the emptiness of the abandoned stone temple. A flock of geese flew southward overhead. Aetrius watched them go, the seed of jealousy blossoming in his soul. How nice it would be, to fly far, far away. 
			

			
				It had been a few hours since Orn had woken. He had been assaulted by the never-ending stream of questions provided by Toryn. The boy didn’t know about the magic, nor did he know about the last group of scouts and guards that had come to kill Orn, or most things that had happened to Aetrius and the dwarf two nights prior. Aetrius meant to keep it that way. He had far too much to worry about for a fourteen-year-old boy.
			

			
				Sariel had introduced herself to Orn the same way she had introduced herself to Aetrius. Seventh Daughter of the Third Flame. Aetrius had said nothing. He was quite sure she was nothing to the Third Flame, being as she was here, and using wild magic. He had no intention of keeping her secrets. But for now, he would let her business be her own. She had done little to deserve his scrutiny.
			

			
				When the pleasantries passed, and idle conversation died, Aetrius loudly asked Toryn if he wished to train more with Sariel, to which he gladly agreed. Clever eye contact instructed the Lightbringer to keep the boy busy while Aetrius spoke to Orn about more pressing matters. 
			

			
				Their futures.
			

			
				The soldier sat beside the bookkeeper now, the mismatched pair smiling as they watched Toryn show Sariel just how high he could lift her heavy metal shield. Not that high, was the answer. For it was as tall as him, and he could hardly get it above his head. It did not stop him from trying. Nothing ever did.
			

			
				Sariel shot them occasional glances, but she did not press.
			

			
				“You must have questions?” Orn asked Aetrius quietly, keeping his voice from Toryn’s ears. “You boys always have questions.”
			

			
				“Many more than I would have time to ask,” Aetrius answered. “At least until we get moving again. The magic can wait for now. You have kept secrets from me, old friend, but we cannot linger here for much longer. They are searching for you, Orn.” 
			

			
				The bookkeeper looked at Aetrius concernedly, his wispy eyebrows furrowing and his smile dropping as Aetrius leaned in closer.
			

			
				“Yesterday they came for you,” Aetrius continued. “Ten. Not just West Bank scouts, but Stonehorn guards as well. Without Sariel, I would have struggled to stop them. One of them carried orders, a mark to kill you, Orn. A Death Whisper. I need to know—I need you to be honest with me. What have you gotten yourself into?”
			

			
				“Oh, I’m sorry, Aetrius.” Orn’s lip quivered. “There’s a lot you don’t know. Not on purpose, o’course. You’ve just been gone for a long time is all. A very long time.”
			

			
				“I know, Orn.” Aetrius tried to mask his rising discontent. He could tell that the dwarf’s apology held meaning, but it did little to smooth over the betrayal thrashing within him.
			

			
				Just yesterday, Orn had blown the city door clean from the walls with powerful magic, and now he was being hunted like a criminal. Nothing made any damn sense. 
			

			
				Aetrius sighed and readjusted himself on the hard stone, willing his temporary frustration to pass. “I do not blame you, Orn. Not really. I just…I need to know what’s going on. No more secrets.”
			

			
				Orn stared down the bridge of his nose, losing himself in thought. It was silent for so long that Aetrius readied himself to ask again, not content to take his silence for an answer. 
			

			
				Before he could, Orn spoke. His voice was hushed, almost frantic. “What do you know of the Court of Whispers?” He looked around as if they were listening.
			

			
				Perhaps they were.
			

			
				Aetrius’ mind recoiled from the name. He struggled to hide the flare of emotion. “You know more than me, I am sure,” Aetrius answered, feigning lightheartedness. “A vast network of the king’s spies, stretching beyond even Thume, though narrowly. If rumors prove true, I hear that some have even found their way into West Bank itself.”
			

			
				“Now which of us keeps secrets?” Orn asked. 
			

			
				Aetrius averted his gaze, clearly caught in his lie.
			

			
				“I see the symbol you wear, boy. I know what you are.” Orn placed his thick hand tenderly on Aetrius' back. “It’s alright, son. I’m not here to judge. We’ve both made mistakes. When you left for the war I felt…useless. I am too old to fight, and too poor to send money or supplies. I wanted to help. I wanted to serve Thume the only way I could.”
			

			
				“You are a fool,” Aetrius whispered angrily, realizing what the dwarf was saying. He had traded himself to feel useful…
			

			
				Sariel wordlessly led Toryn farther away without drawing attention to her reasoning. Aetrius was grateful for her.
			

			
				“I kept books,” Orn continued, ignoring Aetrius. “That’s all it was supposed to be. Then I was ordered to conceal and transfer notes and messages between the pages. Before I knew it, I was sending all sorts of information back and forth between locations and people, the movement of troops, the transfers of supplies–,” Orn looked at Aetrius and his eyes darted to the stag hammered into his chest plate, “–enemies to be killed. 
			

			
				“I have sent and received messages from King Varrow himself, Aetrius. I never said no. Not even once. I just thought that maybe, just maybe, I could do something to help get you home faster.”
			

			
				“Information is the currency of war. It cannot be traded without cost. It is a dangerous game, exchanging secrets,” Aetrius muttered. He was annoyed. Annoyed that Orn would put himself in that position. Annoyed that he was the excuse the dwarf had used to convince himself to do so. Annoyed that he was annoyed. Who was he to judge anyway? 
			

			
				“Why do they hunt you?” Aetrius asked. “What could possibly lead the Court to kill their own bookkeeper—to send an order for his death?”
			

			
				The dwarf looked like a rat caught in a trap, ready to gnaw off his own leg. “I have something that I should not have, Aetrius,” Orn croaked. 
			

			
				The hair on Aetrius’ neck rose at his tone. Desperation. He was pleading…
			

			
				“I tried.” Orn swallowed. “I tried so hard to send it away, you have to believe me, but there was no time.”
			

			
				Send what away? Aetrius had never seen fear like this on the dwarf before. In fact, he had never seen fear like this at all, he realized. Not here. Not in Stonehorn. Not even on the Ridge, among the fighting and the dying.
			

			
				Suddenly, the day grew colder than it had been before, and Aetrius shivered. All he could do was wrestle with his own heart and try to stop the fear from latching on to him as well.
			

			
				“What do you have?” Aetrius asked as his mind conjured up answers of its own.
			

			
				The dwarf reached into the folds of his robe, removing a large object from an interior breast pocket. For a second, Aetrius nearly breathed a sigh of relief. It was only the thick black book, the same that Orn had fought so desperately to give him back in Stonehorn. It was bound simply, with a hard leather cover. On the edges, silver flowers crept, the same lined its spine. The book had no title. 
			

			
				But then something stirred within Aetrius, and his hands began to tremble. Magic. He remembered what he felt that night, outside of the burning Hare. The pulling. The ripping. The calling.
			

			
				The book opened like a small chest, and Orn lifted its front cover, which was only a hinged lid. It had been hollowed out. The book was a vessel, nothing more, and it was just large enough to hold its treasure. Aetrius knew it well. He had heard the tales—imagined it hundreds of times in his youth. King Varrow had even worn it when he had come to visit Stonehorn before Toryn’s birth.
			

			
				The White Crown.
			

			
				King Eidor’s Crown. By the Old Laws, whoever wore the crown bore the rights to command all seven cities of Thume, and that was not all. The White Crown carried what remained of the magic of Gyldor-yvras, the Mover of Mountains and the Bringer of Rain. Gyldor was no simple aranor. He had been Aranora—the mount of Empress Thaëstra herself.
			

			
				King Eidor, the First Son of Thume, had slain the Aranora pair to bring an end to his rebellion. Gyldor first. The Empress second. From the aranor’s bones the crown had been hewn.
			

			
				Aetrius’ gaze was fixated on it now. The bone had been shaped to look like an ornate wreath of twisting vines. It was no trinket. It was real. The crown’s energy radiated outward. Reverberated in Aetrius’ chest. Weighed on his shoulders.
			

			
				Orn shut the book quickly and tucked it into his robe. 
			

			
				The weight dissipated.
			

			
				“How?” The words slipped from Aetrius. It was all he had the strength to muster.
			

			
				“The king sent it away. He knew he was going to die, and he had it sent for Elena.” Orn paused. “He had it sent to me, Aetrius. He had it sent to me, and I could not rid myself of it fast enough.” Orn almost sobbed. 
			

			
				Sariel looked at the two of them inquisitively. Aetrius nodded and smiled as she was swept back into Toryn’s sparring. It was only a matter of time before the boy's energy dwindled.
			

			
				“And what now, Orn?” Aetrius asked desperately. “What are we to do with such a burden?”
			

			
				“There are traitors everywhere, Aetrius, even within the Court, and they are coming for it. Soon they will send their real killers.” He looked at Aetrius and grimaced, likely without meaning to. 
			

			
				Shadestalkers, Aetrius realized, feeling a sting deep in his heart.
			

			
				“If we do not get the crown to Princess Elena—to Queen Elena, then all of Thume dies with us,” Orn said, solemnly. “She cannot stand against Marcella without it. We must take it to Direfell, to the Lord of the city. ‘The Dove,’ they call him in the Court. That is my burden. That is my charge.”
			

			
				Toryn giggled and ran circles around Sariel. The sun kissed the temple and Aetrius’ entire world twisted around him. It was many minutes before he spoke again.
			

			
				“I have fought a war without end for two years, and now that it is over, and we have lost, you ask me to be the one who helps to start another?” Aetrius asked, but he knew the question had no answer. He was asking himself just as much, if not more, than he was asking Orn.
			

			
				The dwarf answered anyway. “Look what happened to Stonehorn. What do you think Marcella will do with the power of Gyldor at her back? Besides, what choice do we have, Aetrius? If we stay, we die. If we go west, we die. If we go south or east, we die! We must go north, regardless. We may as well see it there.”
			

			
				“And if we take the crown to your Lord in Direfell, the war continues. How many others will die then?” Aetrius asked. “If Thume does not cede in its defeat and accept a new Queen, what chance that Toryn will have a peaceful life?”
			

			
				“A far better chance in Direfell than here,” Orn answered. “We only need to deliver the crown to the Dove. He will ensure that it gets to the queen. Your war is still over,” the dwarf assured, “we can start a new life there. Look around you, son. There is nothing left for us here.”
			

			
				“I know,” Aetrius agreed. He thought of Stonehorn. He thought of Therron and the others on the Ridge. He wondered again if any had survived. “I know, Orn,” Aetrius said. “That is what most terrifies me.” 
			

			
				“Me too.”
			

			
				“Do you believe in Thume so much that you would die for it?” Aetrius asked, half of Orn and half of himself.
			

			
				“No.”
			

			
				“Then why? Why join the Court? Why carry their burden? Why do any of this?”
			

			
				“Because I believe in you,” Orn answered. “And I continue, because I believe in him.” The old dwarf pointed viciously at Toryn. “He deserves a future, and Marcella would rob him of it.”
			

			
				Aetrius stood, his joints screaming in protest. He reached out a hand. Orn took it.
			

			
				“I was hoping when you woke you would alleviate my problems, you know, not add to them.” Dragging the dwarf to his feet, Aetrius pulled Orn into a tight embrace. “I am glad you are alright,” he whispered. 
			

			
				Aetrius released Orn and kneeled in front of him, so that they were eye level with one another. His face became serious. “I will go north for Toryn’s sake. Not for honor. Not for crown. Not for queen. But for Toryn. So that he may have a better life than the Gods have seen fit to grant him. And if ever I must choose between this crown, and the boy, I will happily choose my brother.”
			

			
				Orn nodded in pained agreement. “What of the Lightbringer? We could use her help.” He reached into his breast pocket and removed his thin wire glasses, which he slid gently onto his nose.
			

			
				“I do not trust her yet. But Toryn does. I suppose for now that will do.” Aetrius turned to look at Sariel and the boy, then clapped his hands together loudly. The pair stopped to look. “Be quick, we make for North Lamel. Orn has friends there who will help us,” Aetrius announced.
			

			
				“We’re going north?” Toryn asked, wide-eyed.
			

			
				“We’re going north!” Aetrius affirmed. “Hurry and pack your things.”
			

			
				Toryn ran to pack the small amount that had worked its way from his pack. 
			

			
				Aetrius moved slowly to Sariel as she began to make herself busy within her own things. Her back was turned to him. “You should come with us,” he said softly.
			

			
				She turned slowly from her bag to face him. “Why the fuck would I do that?”
			

			
				“The boy will not let you leave yet.” Aetrius smiled. Behind him Toryn readied in a flurry. “It would also calm me to have someone that knows the way.”
			

			
				“Which way do you intend to take?”
			

			
				“Straight to Direfell. Up through the old trade routes. Orn has powerful friends there that will house us.”
			

			
				“The Dead Mountains? With a small child and an old dwarf? Are you fucking stupid?”
			

			
				“Do you know another way to get to Direfell and avoid West Bank?” Aetrius asked, annoyed now.
			

			
				“No.”
			

			
				“Didn’t think so.”
			

			
				“The passes are dangerous,” Sariel warned. “There are creatures that live there far worse than West Bank soldiers.”
			

			
				“Then it’s settled,” Aetrius whispered. “We need a monster hunter. And you need a fucking job. So, pack your damn bags, or hit the trail.”
			

			
				He turned on a heel and headed to Ílmur to gather his own belongings.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 16:
			

			
				Songs of Bravery
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next half hour was a flurry of movement and change. Toryn was thankful for it. The necessities of preparing for heavy travel made it easier to conceal his emotions from his far older companions. 
			

			
				In truth, he was petrified.
			

			
				He had hardly left Stonehorn. Going all the way to Direfell had once seemed an unattainable dream. An adventure full of new horizons. Now, along with the circumstances that made it a reality, it was far less than desirable.
			

			
				The boy placed what few items he had deep within his waxed pack, without sparing thought to their placement. His hands trembled as he rolled thin blankets and filled Tully’s saddlebags. He was thankful that the others were far too busy to notice. Especially Aetrius. Aetrius was so brave, and Toryn did not want him to think he was weak or cowardly. He balanced his fear and excitement as he washed his hands in the stream. A pushing, and a pulling.
			

			
				It was easier to just keep it to himself.
			

			
				The temple, at least, had been familiar to Toryn. Its cracks and carvings could have been the very walls of his bedroom. He hadn’t told Aetrius, but he had come here without him many times while he was gone. Sometimes, just to spend a few nights alone with a good book, and then return. But this was different. They were headed somewhere completely unknown. Nobody said it aloud, yet deep down, Toryn knew he would never return to Stonehorn, or this temple, again.
			

			
				Aetrius dragged the thuluk carcasses into the deep woods, and Sariel washed the blood away with water she gathered from the stream—doing their best to conceal the fact that the group had ever been at the temple to begin with. The beasts that Aetrius dragged were the same that had kept Toryn from sleeping last night. He imagined their howling laughing pouring from the deep dark woods. Their forms slinking just past the line of his vision. Sometime well past midnight, Sariel had promised she would teach him how to fight so that he needn’t be worried about them anymore. Only after that did an uneasy rest find him.
			

			
				They began to load the horses once the temple looked anew. Aetrius pulled Toryn aside to tell him apologetically that they would have to ride together on Ílmur, and that Orn would ride Tully. He must’ve thought Toryn would be disappointed. Truthfully, Toryn did not want to be alone in the mountains. He had heard the stories. Tales about the beasts that lurked between the peaks, exchanged between children in Orn’s shop.
			

			
				But Aetrius’ side was the safest place to be, Toryn assured himself.
			

			
				Sariel armored her large black stallion and, donning the rest of her armor, the two became an impenetrable mass of hardened steel. Orn found his way to Tully rather begrudgingly, who seemed none the wiser that his rider had changed, and mounting Ílmur with his brother, Toryn and the rest of the mismatched group followed the overgrown trail back to the main road carefully. Sariel led.
			

			
				It wasn’t long before they were forced to stop again. Scouts, guards, and thuluk. They rounded a corner and came face to face with a slew of bodies. Toryn did his best to still his heart as he looked at the dead men and women. The group of thuluk that had found their camp last night must have found these bodies as well. Some of them had been picked clean, flesh torn from bone. Toryn looked at their disfigured faces. The woman he killed lurched forward in his mind. He had tried hard to forget, and from time to time he had, the memory faded into the action of the day. Now, it resurfaced twice as strong.
			

			
				His hands shook and he forced them under his armpits to still them, crossing his arms in front of his chest and trying his best to look stoic. But his stomach lurched when Aetrius dismounted. 
			

			
				Once again Sariel and his brother concealed their presence, dragging the bodies into the thick of the woods. Only after they were hidden could the group continue along.
			

			
				It was nearly an hour after midday when the horses finally cantered from the thick brush and onto the main road. Sariel and Aetrius had been nervous, Toryn could tell from their stiffness, and as a result he had spent most of the ride with his head on a swivel, their emotion rubbing off on him. Luckily, there were no traps and no resistance. Despite the overall discomfort of the group, it seemed their fears were for naught. There was no need for fighting.
			

			
				On the main road, no longer shielded by the dense foliage of the woods, they were met with strong winds. To their left, stretched a vast expanse of soft hills and valleys leading all the way back to Stonehorn. The rays of sun darted between them, and in the distance smoke still rose, though the city itself was not visible.
			

			
				Toryn reached into his pocket and thumbed at the loose tomato seeds he had there. He thought of Tybalt and his family, and of all the other bodies strewn about the city. The boy watched the thin tendrils of smoke reach up into the sky and wondered if the people he loved were there, somewhere. 
			

			
				But where?
			

			
				“Where do people go when they die?” Toryn whispered softly to Aetrius, hoping that no one else would hear. It was the first time he had ever thought of the question. Really thought of it. Where had he sent her? The woman he killed. That was what he wondered most of all. Somewhere nice, he hoped. Toryn had heard, of course, of the Silver Fields. All Northmen had.
			

			
				But the woman he killed wasn’t from Thume.
			

			
				“The coastal people believe there is an endless sea, where ships can still set sail. The southlanders believe you join the stars in the sky. Us northmen believe there are great silver fields, kept by the Gods of Harvest.”
			

			
				“What do you believe?” Toryn whispered, deciding that it would be what he believed too.
			

			
				“I believe that we are not meant to know,” Aetrius squeezed Toryn’s shoulders tightly from behind, and lowered his head to whisper in his ear. “But wherever I go, I will find you there, and we will never be alone.”
			

			
				Toryn said nothing. Maybe that was enough. Maybe wherever he had sent the woman, she had someone too, and she was not alone. He watched the slow smoke rise and realized he had yet to properly mourn the loss of his home. Toryn tried to do so now, but all he could think about was Orn. He wondered how the dwarf felt, having lived in Stonehorn for over a century, if he himself was so sad with only fourteen years. He offered the dwarf a soft smile.
			

			
				Orn dropped his gaze.
			

			
				Toryn looked off to their right, scanning the vast mountains laid out before them. They seemed much closer now than he ever remembered them being. Much taller too. Down from their rocky spine, a deep chill was carried, and the sky above their peaks was drab and grey, though the day did not call for rain.
			

			
				The range was merely an offshoot of the Red Ridge—a wrapped grouping near its very end, not as tall nor as evenly spaced as the Ridge itself. The Dead Mountains, some called it. They were just large enough to be snowcapped. Their rocks were jagged, their inclines severe, and the animals they gave rise to were said to be as harsh and dangerous as they were. Toryn shivered. The road from Stonehorn to North Lamel ran between their peaks. They would hug the range all the way through.
			

			
				Toryn observed the still group around him. Orn looked the most out of place with his colorful robes, his white and grey hair and beard. Aetrius stunk of worn leather and wet dirt just behind him. His chest plate was hard against Toryn’s head. Though it was metal, Aetrius’ warmth still radiated from behind it. Sariel and her horse were covered in their own ornate steel, hardly a visible spot of flesh. 
			

			
				All of them could not have been more different from one another.
			

			
				Toryn shivered, and from behind him Aetrius stretched his long green cloak to its limits, wrapping it around the two of them like a thick blanket to shield them from the wind. Toryn looked up. 
			

			
				His brother smiled down. “There will be many beasts in these mountains better suited for the cold than the two of us,” Aetrius said. “I will find you some furs. Give me a color you desire, young Lord, and I will hunt it for you.” Aetrius winked. “Then I will teach you to fashion a cloak.”
			

			
				“White,” Toryn said without thinking. “Like the snow foxes.” 
			

			
				Aetrius nodded and turned his attention to Sariel, signaling for her to lead on. He brought Ílmur up alongside her, as she nudged her large horse and began to take them towards the peaks. They followed the snaking trail.
			

			
				“What is your horse's name?” Toryn asked Sariel. The trail was large enough that they could ride side by side.
			

			
				“It’s a horse. It needs no name.”
			

			
				Toryn’s jaw was locked, and he had to remind himself it was the same woman who had trained him just this morning, not a daunting figure to be frightened of. “Can I name him?” he asked, nervously.
			

			
				He had never named a horse before. Even Tully had been Aetrius’ before him, and he was named after a character from one of Aetrius’ favorite books.
			

			
				“No.”
			

			
				Aetrius stifled a fit of laughter just behind Toryn’s ear, which only made it harder for the boy to hide his discontent.
			

			
				“All the best knights name their horses,” Toryn grumbled, hoping to change her mind. “Sir Kairn rode Alna. That means ‘noble’ or ‘kind-hearted’ in the First Tongue, depending on who you ask,” he explained. “And Sir Fara rode Harvest, but she called him Harvey. Mom said that was because he was the color of wheat in the summertime, but the stories say that–"
			

			
				“The best knights would piss themselves if ever I raised my hammer over their heads,” Sariel boomed. “Names and titles–”
			

			
				“Have you taken this road before?” Aetrius interjected.
			

			
				“No.” Sariel sat angrily for a while before she continued. “Before Thume, when this land still belonged to Lamel, it was a traders’ route north. It hasn’t been used since the rebellion, but there should still be outposts in these mountains. We can bounce between them. Use them for shelter. We need to be careful, though. Many creatures would use them too, to escape the cold.” She turned to look down at them, and Toryn shivered at the cold steel of her helmet. The pinpricks of black on her glowing gold eyes. “The Lightbringers of the First Flame hunted many monsters in these mountains in days of old. In their absence, we may have to face a few of our own.”
			

			
				Immediately, Toryn began to imagine all sorts of terrible beasts. Beasts worse than thuluk. Whatever lurked in the shadows of the mountains, he did not wish to meet.
			

			
				“Aye,” Aetrius grumbled, allowing Ílmur to fall slowly behind. “I will take the rear, Orn the middle.” Sariel nodded. Orn passed them slowly, and without a word. He breathed heavily and clutched at his side.
			

			
				“Are you alright?” Toryn asked, but Orn just waved him off. He slunk back into Aetrius’ chest as they assumed their position at the rear. The mountains loomed above them as they approached. Behind every rock, Toryn imagined a glowing pair of yellow eyes, and with each gust of wind he swore he heard the sound of feathered wings.
			

			
				Finally, he turned to his older brother, no longer able to keep it to himself.
			

			
				“Aetrius,” Toryn whispered so that no others would hear, “I’m afraid.” Aetrius smiled reassuringly and lowered his head to whisper back.
			

			
				“I will tell you a secret, Toryn. We’re all afraid. Even Sariel in her shiny armor, though she dare not admit it. Fear is the curse of the living. Only the dead are without it. Don’t worry, I am with you this time.” Toryn allowed himself to relax into Aetrius in the saddle, some of his tension leaving, but not all. “There is a song we would sing to each other on the Ridge, when the nights were long, and when we were scared,” Aetrius continued. “It would help us be brave. Would you like to hear it?”
			

			
				Toryn nodded gently against Aetrius’ chest, and his brother opened his mouth and began to sing to him. For a moment, Toryn imagined himself wrapped in blankets next to a fire back at the old temple—back when the world felt larger and yet smaller just the same. He used to tuck the blankets under himself until he was cocooned tight against the sleeping mat. That had always made him feel safer.
			

			
				And Aetrius would sing his songs. 
			

			
				Toryn did not know then that thuluk lived beneath the mountain. He did not know what it was to take a life. He did not know that he had to be afraid.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“I wish I were a soldier headed for home,
			

			
				I long for the safety of all that I’ve known.
			

			
				But I’d trade not my brothers, or my sisters in war,
			

			
				for a seat at my table, or the sight of my door.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Steel yourself, steel yourself, my bravest friend. I’ll fight beside you until the end.
			

			
				Steel yourself, steel yourself, my bravest friend. I’ll fight beside you until the end.
			

			
				 
			

			
				I wish I were a songbird flying away,
			

			
				I long to be elsewhere by break of day.
			

			
				But I’d leave not my friends, I’d leave not my kin,
			

			
				I’ll fight in this war, until we should win.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Steel yourself, steel yourself, my bravest friend. I’ll fight beside you until the end.
			

			
				Steel yourself, steel yourself, my bravest friend. I’ll fight beside you until the end.
			

			
				 
			

			
				I wish I were a soldier, much braver than I,
			

			
				I long for the courage of one who can’t die.
			

			
				But I fear not our next battle, I fear not our next ride,
			

			
				for I have my brothers and my sisters at side.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				For the next three weeks, the unusual group rode deeper and deeper into the mountains, leaving Stonehorn and the Temple of Yûl far behind. When the trail rose, it towered. It would narrow to little more than an outcropping and hug the sides of each peak. Wide enough for a trade wagon and nothing more. Then they were forced to ride single file, speaking ahead of or behind themselves to the others. When it fell, and they traveled into the deep valleys, the trail widened so much that at times all three horses rode side by side. Toryn liked the valleys much more for this reason. Because it was easier to talk to Sariel. 
			

			
				At every meal, she fed the fire for Yûl. She never told him why she was so tall. At some point, he stopped asking. 
			

			
				He named her horse Gîvan, after the black bear that followed Varrow from city to city when he was a young prince.
			

			
				He did not tell her.
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				Toryn’s right arm shook. The more he tried to tame it, the wilder it became. The bow was strong. Much stronger than him. His shoulder screamed, making the act of holding the arrow at bay a near impossible task. It started to rattle—wood clicking against wood.
			

			
				“Slowly now, slowly,” Aetrius whispered. “Let the arrow come back out, but don’t let go. Don’t want to lose it.” 
			

			
				Toryn nodded. He released some tension and allowed the bowstring to return to rest. The arrow slipped. Feathers brushed against his fingers. 
			

			
				Aetrius’ hand shot out. He wrapped it around Toryn’s, closed inward and snatched the arrow with Toryn’s hand before it flew from the bow and disturbed the forest.
			

			
				“There you go,” Aetrius mumbled. “Careful now.”
			

			
				Toryn blew hot air from his nose in frustration. “It’s harder than it looks.” 
			

			
				They had been waiting here in the woods for hours, sitting still on a large log, watching the multi-colored trees sway in the cold air. Nothing had come. He had grown restless and had resorted to practicing his draw just to pass the time. Even that he couldn’t do for more than thirty seconds at a time.
			

			
				“Most things are.” Aetrius smiled. He squeezed on the back of Toryn’s neck. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, kid. We’re out here so you can learn.”
			

			
				“You didn’t need teaching.”
			

			
				“Of course I did, you think I was born holding a bow?” Aetrius laughed. “When mom died I didn’t want us to be a burden on Orn. I went down to the hunters’ guild and begged Lirrick and Wren to teach me how to hunt. To take me with them. They were the best ones there. Won that damn competition every single year. I told them I wouldn’t settle for less. ‘Course they said no.” He shrugged. “So, I went back every morning until they said yes. I think they only agreed because they got so annoyed.”
			

			
				Toryn could care less about Lirrick and Wren, or their dumb guild. They weren’t here to help him now. In fact, Toryn tuned out nearly every word Aetrius said except for one. 
			

			
				Mom.
			

			
				He missed her. Now more than he ever had. She had always been a shadow in his life. A blurred figure he couldn’t quite recall. A memory of a person.
			

			
				A branch snapped in the distance. The loud sound cracked through the forest. A bird darted away, chirping angrily.
			

			
				“Quick!” Aetrius whispered.
			

			
				Toryn drew the bow, scanning for the source of the sound.
			

			
				It stepped from the tall grass forty feet in front of them. The forest was so dense it had been able to get close without being noticed. Toryn swung the bow in a tight arc at the first sign of movement—the tip of the arrow pointed towards its chest. 
			

			
				A branch deer. Toryn nearly gasped. Rich brown, its back end speckled white, the stag’s white antlers twisted and curved upward like the branches of a large tree.
			

			
				Toryn couldn’t hide his excitement. The antlers would’ve bought them food for a year in Stonehorn, if not longer, the way the hunters spoke about them. His aim would be true. 
			

			
				It had to be true. 
			

			
				This was his chance to prove his use, to gather their dinner for the next few days at least, and dried meat for a month if they smoked it. 
			

			
				He bit his tongue in concentration. He stilled the shaking of his arm. He released his breath.
			

			
				Toryn thought of the woman he had killed in Stonehorn. He remembered the color of her wide eyes. Brown. He thought that she looked much like the deer did now. Afraid and off guard. Tears fell from his eyes in silent streams. His arm began to shake again.
			

			
				The bow lowered against his will. 
			

			
				Toryn looked up at his brother, expecting anger, but Aetrius was not looking at him. His eyes were fixated on the deer. His hand had pushed the bow down. Minutes stretched like hours. The stag stood frozen in the rising fog of the deep woods, nearly a dream.
			

			
				Trees swayed. Wind whistled. Wood creaked.
			

			
				The deer blinked heavily as if exiting a trance. Then it cantered off into the bramble on the other side of the small clearing. A tiny fawn followed. Toryn had not seen it. He had been far too focused on the stag.
			

			
				Aetrius said nothing. He just wrapped his arm around Toryn’s shoulder and smiled.
			

			
				“I’m sorry,” Toryn stammered from behind his rising tears. “We’ll have nothing for dinner now but dried rations. The others will be upset.” He had wasted their chance. 
			

			
				Useless.
			

			
				“That’s alright,” Aetrius said, squeezing Toryn inward. “The others don’t need to know.”
			

			
				“I should’ve just killed it.”
			

			
				“Wren told me that no one has seen a branch deer since before you and I were born. They thought the hunters had gotten the last of them. Killing it would’ve been a terrible shame.”
			

			
				"I couldn’t do it,” Toryn choked. “I wanted to but–,” he sobbed, unable to finish. He could see her still. His sword lodged in her throat. Her blood spilling onto the street.
			

			
				Aetrius pulled Toryn into his chest. He smelled familiar. He smelled like their mother. He smelled like home. Toryn began to sob even harder.
			

			
				“It’s alright,” Aetrius crooned. “It’s alright.”
			

			
				“I killed her,” Toryn stammered suddenly. He didn’t know what else to say about the woman haunting him. “I killed her, and she didn’t get up. She didn’t get up, Aetrius.” The words were almost silent.
			

			
				“It’s not your fault.” Aetrius pulled him in tighter.
			

			
				“But I-I did it. I-I killed her.”
			

			
				“Sometimes to survive we must do terrible things. Sometimes to survive we must forgive. It’s not your fault, Toryn.” Aetrius began to rub Toryn’s back. “It’s not your fault. You don’t need to hold onto your pain until it becomes heavy. Nor do you need to punish yourself until existence becomes guilt. I love you. I forgive you.”
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				Toryn did not go hunting again. Aetrius did not seem to mind. As they traveled, he taught Toryn of life in the wild. Things besides hunting. He taught him how to start fires, how to find water, and how to set up shelter. He taught him to gauge the weather, and what to do when there was no avoiding the storms. They were caught in storms often. The mountains were temperamental beasts. He taught him how to hitch, clean, and care for the horses too, and every night Aetrius cleaned Ílmur’s coat, and they brushed her hair together. All of this Aetrius had taught Toryn long ago, but he had been too young then to care. Now, he learned quickly.
			

			
				At some point, without Toryn’s knowledge, Aetrius had collected enough furs to fashion Toryn a large cloak. White. Soft as silk. He wore his cloak proudly, no longer held back by the cold. Aetrius’ face hardened as they traveled. His stubble turned to scruff, which eventually gave way to a beard. His features became more defined as they survived on limited rations, and mostly wild meat at that. Toryn wondered if his own face changed the same way. He could not grow a beard yet, but he checked every morning, running his hands back and forth across every inch of his smooth jaw, just to be sure that nothing had changed overnight. 
			

			
				Aetrius and Sariel did their best to train Toryn to be a capable fighter. In the mornings, Aetrius or Sariel made breakfast and whoever wasn’t cooking was instructing. He wished most that Sariel would teach every morning, not because of the quality of her lessons, but because of the quality of her breakfast. Everyone kept to themselves. After only the first week, Aetrius presented Toryn with a shortsword. He was grateful, and he did not ask where it had come from. He did not want to know.
			

			
				The new blade served him much better than Aetrius’ longsword. Lighter, easier on his arm to swing, it was well crafted steel. The handle was a woven, deep red leather. Toryn carried it everywhere. He even slept with it, as Aetrius did. Each night, he cleaned it by the fire. He decided he would fashion himself a shield too when he had the chance.
			

			
				As much as Toryn buried himself in his training, so too did he bury himself in their journey. He was fascinated by the ruins, the cliffs, the falls, and the new flora and fauna. He marked every bird, asking Orn the type. Toryn was floored to learn that many of them could carry messages, and that Orn and his friend in Direfell often communicated this way, with notes carried by doves. He also demanded instruction from Sariel on every beast and monster imaginable, and how best to kill them, readying himself to stand alongside her and Aetrius should he need to.
			

			
				Their days were spent wedged in the saddle, and their nights were spent gathered around the fire listening to Orn tell tales. The dwarf may have lost his books with Stonehorn, but nearly twelve decades spent reading, translating, and bookkeeping had made him an incredible impromptu storyteller. Toryn was reminded of what it was like to be in the Inked Hare. He used to give the characters silly voices that would make all the children laugh. To Toryn it was a lifetime ago. He missed his friends. He wondered if any were still alive, somewhere.
			

			
				Aetrius listened quietly, absentmindedly stroking Ílmur, who typically spent the time at camp at his side. Sariel insisted stories were a waste of time. She argued that the days were long and hard enough, and they should use the time to sleep instead of sitting awake doing nothing but talking and listening. Aetrius and Sariel did not allow Toryn to pull guard yet, and as Orn was still recovering, they split the duties between themselves. Their rest was few and far between, and she rationed she had lost enough hours of it keeping watch.
			

			
				They slept in the cracks and the crevices of the mountainside, in the breaks of the trees, and sometimes in the middle of the trail itself. The best nights were those where they were lucky enough to find caves, or the trade ruins that Sariel had mentioned. There, garnered temporary shelter from the cold wind. The ruins were almost always the same. Large, stacked stone buildings. Stables for horses and carts. They were always empty. They were usually dilapidated.
			

			
				Near the end of their third week of travel, the group made camp in a large gash in the side of an even larger mountain. They had climbed single file all day and well into the night, hopeful for shelter. By the time they reached it, Toryn, along with everyone else, was exhausted. It stretched at least forty feet inward. The ceilings were high. It was damp, and it smelled of wet dirt and stone, but it offered ample protection from the night winds. No tracks were found by Sariel or Aetrius. Too tired to cook, the group had eaten a cold dinner.
			

			
				Orn lay sleeping, snoring heavily at the rear of the cave while Aetrius and Sariel sat at the mouth, staring outward into the mountain range around them. Toryn had tried to sleep earlier, but the thoughts of Stonehorn, of the dead, had kept him from resting. Now Orn’s snores did so. The night was bright, and the half-moon hung high in the sky. It blanketed Toryn in light, even as far back as he was in the cave.
			

			
				Sariel sat silently next to Aetrius, on a large log that he had rolled to its edge. Toryn did not know what to make of their relationship. They did not speak often. When they did, it was rarely about anything other than him, or the journey forward. She did not like Aetrius, Toryn could tell. But they seemed to understand each other in a way that he did not.
			

			
				Toryn stilled himself as they began to talk. He slowed his breathing and listened intently.
			

			
				“You should join them,” Sariel said, talking about him and Orn, he imagined. “Tomorrow will be hard on the dwarf and the Fawn. We will push farther than normal, farther than today even. There is another outpost for us to rest in. One of the last.”
			

			
				“I thought you had not been this way before?” Aetrius asked, his voice so low that Toryn almost missed it.
			

			
				“I haven’t. They’ve been spaced equally from each other thus far.”
			

			
				“Hadn’t noticed.”
			

			
				Aetrius and Sariel grew silent, and Toryn readied himself for sleep. He imagined that would be the end of their conversation. It always was. They did not seem to like each other much, though he wished they did. He found them very much alike.
			

			
				Images of home swam in the darkness behind Toryn’s eyelids. He had nearly drifted away when the humming began. Radiating like the warmth of a fire from the edge of the cavern, came an old tune. I have heard it before, he thought, perhaps in a dream. Then came the words to form a song. 
			

			
				It was Aetrius singing, but he did not recognize the language. 
			

			
				Toryn opened his eyes as gently as he could, afraid to be caught in his lie. Peering through his eyelashes, he saw the outline of his brother and Sariel, side by side, cast in the moonlight. Ílmur had wandered over to stand beside his brother, and Aetrius sung to her sweetly while she rested her head on his shoulder. 
			

			
				Toryn allowed his eyes to close again. The sounds of the world around him swelling. Wind rushed against the rocks of the valley in soft waves. He imagined it was like the ocean. The one from Orn’s stories. 
			

			
				I’d quite like to go some day, he smiled to himself. To see the sea. Orn snored in the rear of the cave. Tully breathed heavily. Above it all, his brother sung. The sound of the sweet music was so warm, Toryn nearly forgot how cold the mountains were.
			

			
				“You speak the First Tongue?” Sariel asked suddenly when Aetrius’ words slowed. Her voice did not carry the edge that Toryn had grown so accustomed to hearing when she spoke to the others. 
			

			
				“No. I know only the song,” Aetrius admitted. “My mother would sing it to us when we were young. I do not think Toryn remembers.” 
			

			
				Toryn tried not to give himself away and shout: I do! I do remember! But even he knew that was not the full truth. He did not recall the shape of her face, nor the color of her eyes. Only the way the song made him feel. How it had always made him feel.
			

			
				Brave. He could not help but smile to himself. Toryn the Brave, he thought, fashioning himself a hero in an old story.
			

			
				“What was her name?” Sariel asked.
			

			
				“Eyva.”
			

			
				“She was a well-versed woman. That song is very old. Most of the First Tongue was lost when the Durvar were killed, but some of the words I know. ‘Calm. Be calm, love,’ it says. It is a song of soothing, and the First Tongue is a language of magic. The horse knows what you are saying—all creatures know the language of Aeolin.” 
			

			
				It was quiet for a second before Sariel continued. 
			

			
				“You loved her?”
			

			
				“My mother? Of course.” Aetrius continued only the humming. 
			

			
				“No–,” Sariel paused, “–the woman who gave you that horse. You loved her?” 
			

			
				The humming faded, and the wind seemed to grow louder in its absence.
			

			
				Aetrius had not spoken of a woman. Toryn found himself focusing all his energy on the next few words. His eyes shut even more intensely, his brow furrowed, as if closing off one of his senses would heighten the other.
			

			
				“I love her still,” Aetrius corrected, his voice so low that Toryn could barely hear his words. “She died this spring, just before the warmth hit the mountains. In the weeks before, she pointed out every tree and bush that was to bloom, and decided which was to be her favorite.” He chuckled, but the laughter died quickly. “War is like that, I guess. It knows no need, no goal, no aspiration. It kills without reason. Had it waited just one more week, she would have seen the flowers bloom.
			

			
				“One day I will join her. Maybe tomorrow. Maybe next week. Maybe in fifty years’ time. When I do, I will love her still.” He paused before he continued. “Her name was Ryn.” He hummed it. “Sometimes, when I am alone, I say it aloud to myself, just so that I will not forget the way it feels in my mouth. Is that strange?”
			

			
				“No.”
			

			
				Toryn had heard the name before, in passing. Ryn. Aetrius had said it around him he was sure. He had whispered it to Ílmur perhaps, but Toryn had thought nothing of it until now. He was suddenly aware of how distant his brother had become. They had been friends, once. 
			

			
				His brother had told him things, once.
			

			
				Aetrius chuckled nervously. “Ílmur was Ryn’s horse. She’s a Hímal, same as yours, I imagine. After the war, Ryn wished to return her to North Lamel and set her free—made me promise I would do it for her—if she did not live to see its end.”
			

			
				“What’s it like losing a lover?” Sariel asked, in her typical blunt fashion.
			

			
				“What’s it like losing a God?”
			

			
				“Quiet.”
			

			
				“Quiet,” Aetrius repeated. He sighed deeply. “Far too quiet. I still see her in my dreams. When I do, I beg her to speak to me, but she never does. It’s been long enough now that I have forgotten the sound of her voice,” Aetrius explained. “It’s a wicked thing.”
			

			
				“What is?”
			

			
				“Forgetting.”
			

			
				“Sometimes, remembering is worse.”
			

			
				Aetrius stood, and Toryn listened as his brother’s light footsteps returned to the rear of the cavern. Aetrius hummed all the while. Toryn tried his best to appear fast asleep as his older brother readied himself for bed. Eventually, he drifted off, the sounds of the humming still filling his ears long after it had stopped.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 17:
			

			
				The Wandering Plains
			

			
				 
			

			
				Like waves in a great sea, a strong wind rippled across the grass and bright flowers of the Wandering Plains miles beneath Elena. She was standing on the summit of the last mountain in the Aranor’s Tail and watching it blow. Down there, the world was color. Red. Pink. Orange. Fire. Hers was still black and white.
			

			
				The queen’s plight seemed to disappear alongside each gust. The land sang a song that held in her heart.
			

			
				The Wandering Plains. She smiled. This was the Thume that she would inherit.
			

			
				Elena had grown weary of the range in their second week of travel. Wearier of her saddle. Weariest of her sore body. Here on the summit, her discontent had finally vanished. From this height, Elena Valdarian could see all of the Wandering Plains spread out beneath her. The dirt trail that they had followed for months became but a thin snake, slithering further and further north, cutting through the land, its barren limits traceable. On either side it was surrounded by hundreds of miles of open fields. Bright fireweed flowers bloomed, until there was hardly a spot of grass to be seen through them.
			

			
				“I feel as if I am standing on the shores of the sea,” Elena said. She had to raise her voice against the howling of the wind on the mountaintop. Her smile stretched to the corners of her eyes. “In all my life, I’ve never seen anything like it.”
			

			
				“That is exactly what your father said when first he looked upon the Plains,” Kairn chided from beside her. “He was so infatuated with them that the men we traveled with nearly started calling him the Flower Prince.”
			

			
				Elena imagined him now, standing there, exactly where she stood, looking out at the plains. She mouthed the words again. I feel as if I am standing on the shores of the sea. This time, Varrow’s lips moved along with hers, and in the back of her mind, she heard his voice.
			

			
				Maybe I carry more of you in me than I believe. 
			

			
				“The Flower Prince?” Elena raised her eyebrows. “I like that actually,” she admitted. “It suits him, don’t you think?”
			

			
				“Aye.” Kairn laughed. “Aye it does.”
			

			
				“Why did they change it?”
			

			
				“The Rurdûm Woods, just beside Stonehorn.” Kairn said, as if that explained anything. Noticing her confusion he elaborated. “Never had we seen a man so taken by anything. The Plains had long since faded from mind by then, but he lost himself in the beauty of it. The Wandering Oak, they began to call him, because he hardly ever left from beneath the cover of the trees.”
			

			
				Elena’s laugh rose from beneath her navel and climbed to the tip of her tongue. Kairn couldn’t help but join in. Even if he didn’t know why she was laughing.
			

			
				“What–,” he finally wheezed, “–what is so funny?”
			

			
				“My whole life I thought they called him that because he was from Oakguarde, and he was tall.” Elena struggled to get the words out and Kairn started laughing even harder. “I never even asked,” she added.
			

			
				Her smile faded slowly. There was a lot that she had never asked, and so much now that she’d never know. Elena pushed the thought from her mind, but her joy had already begun to subside.
			

			
				Kairn led her away from the summit. “The name took on a life of its own, as all names do, but it was all because of that damned forest. Varrow spent so long within those woods that when we finally left, we thought he had become a tree himself, wandering out from the bramble.” Kairn snickered. “He may as well have been covered in leaves and moss. Leave it to a bunch of teenage knights to give him a nickname he would carry forever.”
			

			
				The knight led on.
			

			
				It took them a half day to get to the base of the mountain. It had grown far cooler in the height of the range, and in the shadow of the peaks, but as they reached their open edge, Elena’s forehead beaded with sweat once more. It was not yet Fall here. Here where there was no cover from the sun. They would rely on the wind to cool them. 
			

			
				Elena used a stretch of cloth to tie her hair back and cover her forehead, protecting herself from burns the way she had been taught. If she dipped it in water, it would keep her cool too. Before they entered the sea of red flowers, Kairn stopped them, pulling the horses aside. He showed Elena where they stood on the map. Together they plotted their long ride. 
			

			
				The space between water sources was their primary concern moving forward. It would be almost half a month before they reached Kingsrest. They filled what they could carry from the nearby streams of the mountains, and gathered what edible plants they could, but the plains were sparse. They would have to drink sparingly. Now that there was no need for climbing and haphazardly going back down, the ride would be smoother, at least.
			

			
				They plunged into the expanse of tall grass together.
			

			
				There was not much speaking the first few days. Elena had very little to say. There was more for her to toss and turn within her mind than there was for her to discuss. Occasionally, the silence was broken by the fluttering wings of a bird, bearing news for her and Kairn. His network of spies. Unlike Elena, they had more to say now than ever before. They read the messages together now, Kairn committed to keeping no more secrets from her. As Queen, the Court of Whispers was hers to command. Usually, she ceded to Kairn’s wisdom. The birds frequently brought news.
			

			
				Stonehorn had fallen. It was as expected, though even sooner than they imagined. Marcella had her own spies within their cities. They had opened the gates for West Bank’s army. There was no word of the crown. As of now, it was considered lost in the fall. The Shrike was well on her way to the Dove.
			

			
				The Raven had survived the fighting at Misthold. According to her, Marcella’s larger army had gone on and joined forces with the element from Stonehorn. Now, they began their march to Oakguarde. She meant to seize the throne. 
			

			
				In exchange for submission, and recognition to her claim, Marcella had allowed most of the remainder of Varrow’s forces to live. She left unopposed. The loyal cities and houses, per Elena’s orders, were respecting the outcome of Talüm thanas. Each had already publicly recognized Marcella as Queen. For Elena needed to conserve what fighting forces she had left, even if they must hide their truth for a time.
			

			
				Ahead of her and Kairn, the Crane waited for their arrival in Kingsrest. Elena would keep her passing a secret. Kingsrest was not a loyal city. Despite her mother’s history. Beyond that, the Gull was preparing for their arrival in Edgewater. A new Royal Court was already being formed, painstakingly constructed of loyal allies, along with peoples and cities of North Lamel who wished to join Elena in her fight in exchange for acceptance into Thume, after she reclaimed her throne.
			

			
				The Lightbringers of the Second and Third Flame had pledged to her cause, in exchange for access to a small temple outside of Stonehorn that had once belonged to the First.
			

			
				Slowly, like pieces in a puzzle, Elena’s right to rule was being built beneath her feet. Not only would she regain Thume, but she would also lead the largest kingdom yet. She just had to win first.
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				The trail through the plains had many crossroads. Each led to a small village or town sprinkled across the expanse between the larger cities of Thume. Fall was the last of the trade season. The roads were crowded. Many people headed the same way, others pushed past in the opposite direction, some still shot off to their left and right. Elena wondered where they all went in such a hurry.
			

			
				Midafternoon of their fourth day on the Plains, Elena and Kairn approached two wagons pulled to the side of the trail. The wheel had come off the lead. An old man was struggling to put it back in place. A smaller, but similar looking, middle-aged woman stood on the side of the road, and waved them in. 
			

			
				“Don’t do anything stupid,” Kairn warned. But what was there to do?
			

			
				The woman’s long hair was flecked with silver, and he had tied it back with a cloth much like Elena’s. A dirty shirt buried itself in dirtier pants. Wrinkles lined her face, and the sun had left it spotted. A farmer, Elena knew without asking. 
			

			
				“Travelers!” the woman hollered as Elena and Kairn approached. She noticed at once that they were well armed, and decorated with armor, which only caused her smile to grow wider. “Perfect! You look like a strong lot. Can you help us? We don’t have much in the way of money, but we can pay you with food.”
			

			
				Elena thought how nice it must be, to see armed people and not fear immediately for your life. She had forgotten what it felt like. Now the sight of a sword turned her stomach. Every shifting blade of grass was hiding someone, something, sent to kill her.
			

			
				“Of course,” Elena agreed, forcing a smile. She dismounted before Kairn could protest and had already gotten too close for him to comment. She knew he would have preferred to keep moving and waste no time. He would argue against the possibility of traps. 
			

			
				It was best if she just did it without asking. 
			

			
				Elena turned to look at him as they strode to the front of the caravan, alongside the woman. “Look at the wagons. They’re just farmers, Kairn. We could use the rations,” she whispered with a crooked smile. That much was true.
			

			
				There were two wagons, both full of root vegetables, with no room for passengers other than the seats at the front. Kairn followed awkwardly behind, his steel clattering against itself without a word. At the front, the older man struggled to lift the axle high enough so that two young girls could slide the wheel back on. One was slightly older than the other. They watched Elena approach with excitement, whispering to themselves as she neared.
			

			
				“I’ve found us some help, father,” the woman beamed. The old man stopped his straining against the wagon, moving his body out from under it with a huff and a puff. It stayed the same, as if he had not moved it at all.
			

			
				“Thank the Gods,” he grumbled. Shielding his eyes as he looked up at Kairn and Elena. He was bald, and his head reflected the sunlight like a lighthouse. White eyebrows sat atop his dark eyes, and a thick white beard covered his face. When he saw the two of them, his eyes perked up. “Please, sir,” he beckoned towards the wagon, “after you.”
			

			
				Elena looked at Kairn. She stifled laughter at his unamused look.
			

			
				Together, the pair was able to lift the axle high enough so that the young girls could slide the wheel onto its end, hooting and hollering all the while. As soon as it was secured, the children chased each other screaming into the tall grass. Elena smiled. She had always wished she had a sibling.
			

			
				She and Kairn made sure the wagon was capable of movement, and the group thanked them for it.
			

			
				“Where are you headed?” Elena asked, as they made their way back to their horses. She was looking at the group of four and their two wagons. She figured the woman drove one, and the man the other.
			

			
				“Kingsrest. Same as you, I imagine? We’ve got to get rid of the last of our harvest if we’re to have enough coin to last the winter,” she answered, absentmindedly.
			

			
				“You’re not coming from Oakguarde I take it?” Elena asked. Kairn shot her a glance. Stupid question. The woman didn’t think anything of it.
			

			
				“Fulwick. It’s a small village out in the plains. Probably wouldn’t even show on a map. You two did come from Oakguarde, then?” She asked innocently.
			

			
				Elena cringed. Too late now. “Yes,” she answered. “My name is Lilith, and this is my uncle, Sir Davon.” Those were the names they had agreed upon earlier. Lilith was her mother’s name. Using it lessened the guilt of lying, and the guilt of forsaking the name her parents had given her. 
			

			
				Elena was to be Kairn’s squire. It would explain their rugged appearance. And their arms.
			

			
				“Sir Davon? Apologies, I didn’t realize we were in the presence of an Oaken Knight. My name is Breva,” the woman scrambled, blissfully unaware of Elena’s internal conflict. “That’s my father, Brego,” from the front, the older man waved, “and my sister’s girls, Silla and Aida.” They giggled and moved behind their grandfather’s legs. “What business does an Oaken Knight have in Kingsrest?” 
			

			
				“Our business is our own,” Kairn grumbled coldly. 
			

			
				Elena shot him a venomous look, to which he shrugged, but Breva hadn’t paid any mind to his tone.
			

			
				“Didn’t mean any offense, Sir,” Breva said, wiping her hands with a rag she produced from an unseen pocket. “Just don’t see many Oaken Knights this far north is all. Even more so since the…well, you know.”
			

			
				Kairn and Elena mounted their horses as Breva prepared to bid them farewell. 
			

			
				She stopped for a moment. “Maybe it’s stupid of me to offer, and it feels stupider now that I realize you’re probably off on your business, but you can travel with us if you’d like to,” she stammered, looking embarrassed at even the suggestion. “We could use the help, I’m afraid to admit it. The road’s grown more dangerous as of late, with all the soldiers off to the war, and the two of you seem to know your way ‘round a sword. Know your way around a wagon at least. Like I said before, we can’t pay you, ‘cept in company and food, of course. But the option is there.” She smiled apologetically up at Elena, whose armor glinted in the sun. 
			

			
				Elena suddenly became very aware of how lonely she was. Weeks spent traveling alone with Kairn. She missed her home. Her bed. Her friends. She missed idle conversation not about the war or her father. She missed other women. Breva’s smile was welcoming, and her family seemed like warm folk.
			

			
				So much more than that, Elena missed feeling needed. Feeling of use. Feeling like she was more than just a child being escorted by her swordmaster. 
			

			
				“We can’t,” Kairn answered for her quickly. “As much as we’d like to. We’re in a hurry to get to the city.” He shot a look at the queen, as if sensing her thoughts.
			

			
				“Shame,” Breva said, handing him the promised sack of vegetables for their troubles. “You two seem like a fair bit of fun, and a good bit of company. Perhaps we will cross paths again at Kingsrest.”
			

			
				“I think we can make an exception, Uncle,” Elena pleaded sweetly, smiling at Breva as Kairn closed his eyes and released an exaggerated sigh. “Is it not our duty to defend the innocent?”
			

			
				“Yes.”
			

			
				“Then would it not be right for us to accompany them to the gates?”
			

			
				“It would.”
			

			
				“We would be honored to join you,” Elena said, smiling at Breva. Breva looked between the two, unsure of what just occurred, but unwilling to question it. 
			

			
				“Let me take the lead wagon then, and we can be off,” Breva said excitedly. “We’ll try to be faster than normal, so we don’t slow you down. Our horses are old, and our wagons are heavy, so you will have to give us some grace, I’m afraid.”
			

			
				“It’s no worry at all,” Elena reassured her as Breva made for the lead wagon. 
			

			
				“Come girls,” the woman commanded as she clambered onto the seat and took the reins. Her father scrambled to the rear cart to do the same as the girls slid into the wagon beside Breva. With a flick of her wrists and her whistle, Breva took off, Brego following close behind, and Elena and Kairn bringing up the rear. 
			

			
				As soon as the sounds of the wagons rose and they were able to put some distance between them and the family, Kairn turned to Elena with a fury. 
			

			
				“What are you thinking?” He whispered angrily, careful not to be overheard. He pulled his horse up alongside hers. “They’re going to slow us at a time that we cannot be slowed. We need to reach Kingsrest, and then Edgewater. Marcella is pursuing you, Elena. We cannot delay.”
			

			
				“They are our people,” Elena whispered back, “and they are asking for our help. For my help. I mean to provide it.”
			

			
				“At what cost?” Kairn protested.
			

			
				“At any cost,” Elena snapped. “I have done far too little since this war began. Drowning in a castle far away, while everyone I know and love has sacrificed. Allow me this, Kairn, as simple as it may be.” 
			

			
				“You are endangering the people you seek to protect,” Kairn responded, “but, do as you wish, you are the Queen.” He said nothing more. 
			

			
				Elena angrily rode to the front, positioning herself alongside Breva’s wagon to strike her up with conversation. Kairn hung to the rear and watched the road behind for threats.
			

			
				“Hello,” Elena said softly to the two girls. “My name is Lilith.” She smiled at them as they inspected her. They were impressed by her armor, and her sword, Elena could tell. But, they did what young girls often do, and pretended to care less about her existence. 
			

			
				“I am called Silla,” the older of the two said sternly, crossing her arms and holding her head high.
			

			
				“And I’m Aida!” the younger shouted from behind missing baby teeth, desperate to join her older sister in the introduction.
			

			
				“It’s nice to meet you, Silla and Aida.” Elena bowed dramatically. “You said they are your sister's girls?” She asked Breva. They looked just like the woman, it was hard to believe they were not hers.
			

			
				“Aye, she’s away on the Ridge, fighting. She was always the fighter,” Breva said with a sigh. “And I was always the farmer. So, I stayed behind with Pa.” She jabbed a thumb back towards Brego and Elena turned to catch Kairn glowering at her. The old man was talking his ear off it seemed.
			

			
				Elena’s heart plummeted in her chest, and she felt her smile slip. The Ridge was lost. Breva just didn’t it know yet. News traveled much more slowly for the common folk, especially all the way out here.
			

			
				“He’s getting old, Pa,” Breva continued, not noticing that Elena had grown sullen. “Can’t keep the fields by himself anymore.”
			

			
				“The world needs farmers too,” Elena said, wrestling her smile back under control. She hoped it did not appear as forced as it felt. “Not everyone can be a fighter. My scroll keeper used to say, ‘Only between the wars do we remember that houses are built with hammers, and not swords.’” Elena croaked the last part, doing her best Monserrat impression. She leaned over her horse and extended a crooked finger towards the girls as if she were the old woman. 
			

			
				They laughed at her display.
			

			
				“Well, I want to be a soldier like Ma,” Silla said, turning her nose up and doing her best to look tough. “I want to kill Marcella.”
			

			
				Me too, thought Elena vehemently. 
			

			
				“Me too,” Aida shouted. She looked her older sister for confirmation, coping her movements.
			

			
				“You can’t just say everything I say!” Silla yelled. “Stop copying me.”
			

			
				“I’m not copying.” Aida hummed. “I wanted to be a soldier first.”
			

			
				“No, you didn’t!”
			

			
				“Yes, I did!”
			

			
				“Girls,” Breva interrupted. “Enough!” She whistled and the horses pulling her cart whinnied. 
			

			
				The girls snapped to attention as if the sun-weathered woman were their commander.
			

			
				“I’m sorry,” Breva said, looking at Elena apologetically. “They don’t know what they’re talking about.”
			

			
				“Well, I want to be a farmer,” Elena said, winking at Breva. “So, maybe the two of you can teach me what it is you know about farming?” The least she could do for the woman was help her to occupy the girls and do what she could to keep them from pursuing their own harm. Elena felt another wave of guilt wash over her as she wondered if their mother was dead.
			

			
				“Only if you let me hold your sword.” Silla smiled devilishly.
			

			
				“No! No swords,” Breva said. “No. Swords. Lilith is here so that we don’t have to hold them. Isn’t that right Lilith?” Breva asked, looking for agreement.
			

			
				“Of course,” Elena answered, “but if you’re good, I will let you wear my helmet.” Breva nodded reluctantly as the girls cheered. That, it seemed, would be acceptable. 
			

			
				Silla and Aida began fighting over who would help first, and therefore, who would get to wear the helmet as they rode onward toward the north, and deeper into the fields of flowers.
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				For many days they traveled this way, Elena at the front alongside Breva and the girls, and Kairn at the rear. The sun rose and fell against the flowers. The wind ran alongside the horses. The queen was happy to not be alone, and for once in a very long time, to be useful.
			

			
				Gone were the days where she was a burden. Here, the farmers looked to her and Kairn for support as they rode. For protection. Her armor and weapons served as a discouraging factor to any that would seek to do them harm, and she was invigorated by her task. She grew to know Breva and her small family well. After her sister went away to join the war, her children, and the father, had come to live with Breva on the farm she owned. Her own wife had passed many winters prior, and she appreciated the company. Silla and Aida were born and raised in East Watch. They had no love for the countryside, nor for farming, but they did love Breva and Brego. They loved to play games, and tell stories, and they took turns riding with Elena, who they’d taken to calling Cousin Lilith. Aida, the older of the two, insisted she would be a knight one day too. Just like Sir Davon. 
			

			
				Kairn came around eventually. He loved children far too much to pretend to be steeled away forever.
			

			
				Twice during their journey, they were attacked by small groups of thieves on the road. The bandits were untrained. Their plots were poorly executed. They had grown emboldened by the lack of guards along the travel-ways since the start of the conflict. Most fled at the sight of them. 
			

			
				They certainly had not expected to meet the resistance given by the Shield Breaker and the Queen of Thume. Twice, Elena and Kairn did what they had to do to keep the small family safe. This time, Elena did not feel guilt when she killed the men. Not if it meant protecting the farmers.
			

			
				She felt only purpose.
			

			
				As their journey continued, they kept their true selves hidden. Kairn still received his messages, but now opened them only under the cover of darkness. Elena and Kairn took turns keeping watch over the family at night. Often, it was when they discussed their business.
			

			
				It was the fifth night traveling together when Elena was awoken roughly by the hand of Kairn.
			

			
				“What?” she asked frantically, as he grabbed her and pulled her up from the ground where she lay. “What is it?” He held a finger over his lips.
			

			
				“Shhh. Do not wake the girls. It is the crown, my queen! The crown!” He whispered excitedly as he waved a string of parchment before her. 
			

			
				On the edges a small dove was stamped. All this time they had yet to receive word from the Dove, but they had been patiently awaiting his call. 
			

			
				“The mad bastard…” Kairn cackled as he shook his head. Then he hushed himself before he woke the others. “The bookkeeper survived, Elena. He is on his way north, heading through the mountains. He escaped Stonehorn with the help of a loyal Shadestalker, and he took the White Crown with him.” Kairn smiled brightly, his excitement no longer contained.
			

			
				“All is not lost, my queen. All is not lost. He travels beside Aetrius Cerithan. I know that name. Your father spoke highly of the boy. The crown is safe and soon it will be with the Dove. Then, Aetrius will bring it to us in Edgewater.” Kairn pulled her into an embrace. “Gods, I will knight the boy myself,” he whispered.
			

			
				“The Crown of the First King will stay with Valdarian blood?” Elena asked, every word vibrating against the tip of her tongue. She could cry.
			

			
				A lingering hopelessness had clung to Elena ever since they had lost news of the crown. A feeling of inadequacy, of falsity. She had tried to bury it and move on, but it had taken root until this very moment.
			

			
				“As it always has,” Kairn declared. “As it always will.” The words hummed like praise. Elena tossed her arms around him, returning his embrace.
			

			
				“Thank you, Kairn,” she muttered. “We can still win. All is not lost.”
			

			
				“It never was, my queen. It never was.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 18:
			

			
				Hallowed Ground
			

			
				 
			

			
				Aetrius woke in the morning with the weight of the war still heavy behind the lids of his eyes. He had slept poorly. These days, it felt as if he always slept poorly. Sariel’s questions last night had reminded him what he lost. Dreams of Ryn kept him from peace.
			

			
				Aetrius had been trying for so long to keep everything locked away, buried deep within his being, but the seams of his chest had begun to burst open, leaking out moments and memories to cloud his mind with forgotten warmth. Every time he tried to escape, it dragged him back kicking and screaming. 
			

			
				But is that such a bad thing? He longed for them.
			

			
				Therron and Wobren. Allémon and Erra. Myra and Elmar. Ryn. The only problem was, Aetrius no longer walked among them. They were a memory. Frozen in time and age while he kept on, shrinking, and growing, and shrinking again. His friends were a home he could no longer return to. 
			

			
				Aetrius rolled onto his back and looked up at the cavern ceiling. His eyes traced the inconsistent stone. I am drowning in you again, Ryn. And I no longer know how to love you without losing myself.
			

			
				Aetrius stood and looked tenderly at Ryn’s horse. His horse. Ílmur had returned from battle the day Ryn died in a frenzied panic, froth building at the corners of her mouth and Ryn’s body still wedged deeply in the saddle despite the erratic movements. His lover’s blood had stained the white of her coat red.
			

			
				Ryn was peppered with thick arrows and Ílmur would let no-one near enough to remove the woman’s body for two days. Those that tried were greeted with powerful kicks and loud snorts, some even rewarded with broken bones. Only on the third morning was Aetrius allowed to finally do so, his fingers fumbling with the straps in the cold as he removed his dead lover and lowered her from her horse.
			

			
				Aetrius’ back ached as he remembered, his scars made new. Punishment for his defiance. He reached to touch their raised edges. The thought of laying Ryn to rest in a mass grave had been far too much for him to bear. He had defied his orders, carried her far from the fighting, and buried her beneath a dogwood tree. Her favorite. It bloomed in the weeks to follow.
			

			
				This morning, Aetrius’ fingers fumbled in the cold, not with his sword or with the dead, but with an iron frypan while he cooked a small breakfast. He fought to find purpose in the meager task. What was a soldier without a war? He asked himself again, as he had every day since they had left the temple. He still had no answer.
			

			
				So much of Aetrius time had been spent consumed by the war. Then, in seconds, it had been ripped from beneath his feet like a swift rug. And what comes after? He had never thought of the answer to that question.
			

			
				When he was living minute to minute, there was no time for after. He had had a life once, before the war. That much he knew to be true. But in his heart, that life belonged to someone else now. A version of Aetrius that no longer existed.
			

			
				Sariel was busy training Toryn. The two worked on his ability to parry oncoming attacks, particularly those from a stronger opponent. Aetrius took note of the boy’s excitement. The mornings of Sariel’s instruction were met with more tenacity than Toryn ever seemed to offer him. So, he watched intently, desperate to learn what it was that she did to imbue the boy with such energy. He smiled as Sariel pulled Toryn from the ground, the boy clung to her arm like a small cub and giggled.
			

			
				When the food was cooked, and everyone had eaten and packed, they rode on. The structure that Sariel had promised him they’d reach by the end of day was on the neighboring mountain. To get there, they would have to descend the one they were on, cross through the narrow valley between them, and climb another. It would be an all-day trek, rough on them and the horses, and it was unlikely that they would reach the outpost by dark. Even so, he and Sariel had discussed it, it would be safer for them to make it to a hard structure. They had both seen the signs. They were being hunted.
			

			
				There was a beast in these hills.
			

			
				Leaving the cave at this height meant returning to the heavy winds, a fact that made Aetrius more nervous with each passing day. The whipping of the air was uncomfortable, yes, but it would also carry their scent throughout the range. He kept his eyes busy while they moved. Darting along the tree canopies below and following the path to either direction. Today was Sariel’s day to ride with Toryn. It was Aetrius’ day to keep watch.
			

			
				Aetrius rode at the head of the column as they descended the thin path in a single file line. When they neared the valley, and the trail widened, Orn moved up from the middle to ride at his side. The two of them did this often, using the time that Toryn was distracted by his training with Sariel, to discuss matters they thought best to keep between themselves. 
			

			
				Neither yet trusted her. Neither yet thought it was time to add more to Toryn’s already heavy shoulders.
			

			
				“Still nothing?” Aetrius asked the dwarf across the gap between Ílmur and Tully. It had been days since they received any messages. Without the birds, Orn had also been unable to send his own.
			

			
				The dwarf had made a full recovery, and was sitting snug in his saddle, bundles of fabric wrapped around himself so that only his glasses and his nose poked forth. “Nothing,” he mumbled from behind the thick robe. “It is cold, and the winds are strong. The weather is slowing the birds.”
			

			
				“Aye,” Aetrius agreed, scanning the peaks. “The winds are strong, and the cold grows worse each day. The snow will come earlier in Direfell.” 
			

			
				But Aetrius had not seen any birds in nearly two days, not even wild ones, and that was before the wind had grown. He had heard none either. Something more than the weather was slowing them.
			

			
				“It’s no matter. We’ve got all that we need. The Dove waits for us just the same,” Orn reassured him. “Hot food, warm beds, and drink at the ready. It will be a proper welcome, a celebration even, if we don’t freeze to death before we get there.” Orn smiled. “We’re almost there too, I think. Shouldn’t be more than another week traveling at this pace. Then we’re done. We can rest for a while.” 
			

			
				Again, Aetrius was forced to think of the after that he had been so strongly avoiding. “And what are we to do when we finish resting, Orn? Have you given it any thought?” he asked. Maybe Orn had answers.
			

			
				“I’ve given it far too much thought, I’m afraid. There is such a thing, make no mistake. My mind is a prison.” Orn pulled his robes in closer. “Unfortunately, all there is to do right now is ride and talk and think. The Dove made us an offer for work within his grounds, at least until we decide what we wish to do. He’s in need of a scroll keeper and I think the position would suit me. Could use guards too, he said,” Orn added, nodding toward Aetrius.
			

			
				“I think I’ll be a painter.” Aetrius smirked. “Does he need one of those?”
			

			
				“I’m being serious, boy.” Orn was unamused. “The Inked Hare is gone. The world waits for no one. There won’t be any bookshop there for the two of us, and we will need to make money eventually if we are to keep caring for Toryn.”
			

			
				‘We.’ Aetrius couldn’t help but smile. They were lucky to have the dwarf. “I’m not sure, Orn,” Aetrius admitted. “The war started two years ago and every day I figured I would die a soldier. Now I think that would’ve been easier.”
			

			
				“Of course it would’ve been easier! The two easiest things someone can do are be born and die! They’re passive. Everything in between requires action. Death comes for us all. Life, on the other hand, comes only for those that seek it.”
			

			
				“Wonderfully motivating, Orn. Unfortunately, I don’t yet know what I wish to do with mine.”
			

			
				“I hope that this time the world will allow you to figure it out, instead of deciding for you.”
			

			
				“You and me both, old friend.” There was a pained silence before Aetrius decided to change the subject and ask what had been on his mind for quite some time. “So…” he started.
			

			
				“So?” Orn asked.
			

			
				“Magic?” Aetrius looked at Orn, and the dwarf averted his gaze. “How long?”
			

			
				“Only since after you’ve been gone, my boy,” Orn mumbled defensively. “I wasn’t hiding it from you, not on purpose, if that’s what you’re meaning.”
			

			
				“I wasn’t.” Aetrius paused. There hadn’t been much time to catch up before everything happened, and he didn’t blame Orn for keeping it from him. How could he when it saved both of their lives? The horses’ hooves clacked loudly against the stone. “What’s it like?” Aetrius asked.
			

			
				“What’s it like?”
			

			
				“Magic,” Aetrius repeated, “what’s it like to use magic? They say that everyone experiences it differently, but I never figured it out. I tried for a while on the Ridge. We had a solider, his name was Elmar. He was a…” Aetrius trailed off, searching for the words—searching for something more kind. “He was a sneaky man, to put it lightly. Knew a ton of tavern tricks from back home. He used to use them to distract people while he picked their pockets.” 
			

			
				Orn raised an eyebrow. 
			

			
				Aetrius waved him off. “He was a good man when I knew him, swear it. But that’s not the point. The point is, he said it feels like when your legs fall asleep. Pins and needles. From the groin to the chin.”
			

			
				“It feels warm to me, it does. Familiar. Like drinking a hot cup of tea,” Orn explained with a growing smile. “It starts in the stomach and spreads out to my fingers.” He wiggled them dramatically, and the two of them laughed. “But when I’m done, I’ve nothing left, and I feel quite cold.”
			

			
				“It’s costly?”
			

			
				“More for some than for others. We’ve all got energy to give, my boy, we’ve all got magic. It’s a part of us. Aeolin is a part of us. All living beings, that is,” he clarified. “Don’t think a rock’s got much magic.”
			

			
				“Trees?”
			

			
				“Trees? Trees.” Orn scoffed. “Of course trees have magic, son. More than most of us, even. But for us it’s almost like a muscle. There’s only so much energy to give before you need a rest. I’m old and small and a little bit fat.” Orn slapped his stomach and they laughed again. “I’ve not got large stores of magic coursing through my blood, like the say the aranor do, and I don’t get mine from worship either, like some folk.” He nodded back at Sariel in all her steel. 
			

			
				Worship? Aetrius bit his tongue. Well, she’s certainly still trying. At least, he thought she was. Feeding the fire her food. Keeping her face covered during daylight hours. Praying during sunrise. All the things that made Yûl worshipers…well…Yûl worshippers. Even if Lightbringers were far more zealous than most.
			

			
				“I don’t mean to pull it from Aeolin, like the weavers do,” Orn continued. “That’s too hard for me. No, I just take it all from myself.” He seemed proud at that, bumping a fist against his chest. “I just have to find it first.”
			

			
				“The Court of Whispers taught you how?”
			

			
				“No. Learned it all from the books.” Orn frowned. “Court never taught me anything, really.”
			

			
				“What exactly did they want with you?” Aetrius asked.
			

			
				Orn was silent again for some time. The horses’ footfalls blurred into each other. A dull drumming. Behind them Sariel and Toryn chirped. 
			

			
				Mostly Toryn.
			

			
				“Whatever they needed at the moment,” Orn said finally. “Correspondence and bookkeeping.” He coughed awkwardly. “Most of the time I sent Death Whispers to the Ridge.”
			

			
				Aetrius’ heart plunged. He had hinted at it before, but he didn’t know that Orn had been handling them so directly. Contracts for Shadestalkers. Contracts for me. He wondered how many times his name had come across Orn’s desk.
			

			
				“So, you know what it is that we did there,” Aetrius grumbled. “You know that I can never be a painter. I cannot be a poet. I cannot be a farmer. I cannot be a father.” He looked back at Toryn, who smiled. 
			

			
				The boy was in the middle of telling Sariel a story. Something that made her relax, even under her suit of armor. 
			

			
				Aetrius smiled back sadly before returning his gaze to Orn. “I can hardly be a brother.”
			

			
				“You can be whatever you want to be,” Orn said. “Time is the only thing in this world that’s constant, and it hasn’t stopped to leave you frozen exactly as you, stuck for all eternity. A seed becomes a tree, doesn’t it? Those two things are very different from one another, yet they are the same being.”
			

			
				“But–”
			

			
				“But what? A man can always change. Sow the dirt. Plant your feet. Grow.” Orn muttered. “You can be another you.”
			

			
				“I suppose you’re right.” 
			

			
				“Aren’t I always, son. Aren’t I always.”
			

			
				The group pushed through the afternoon. They broke only for cold rations. Despite the raging rivers and rocky cliffs, the weather of the day was drab and dismal, not nearly matching the rugged beauty of the scenery. The sun had no place here. 
			

			
				Try as he might, Aetrius could find no wild game, something that only added to his fear. No birds. No deer. Not even a squirrel. The animals had noticed something he had not, and he spent the day looking for it. Their silent hunter.
			

			
				Still, they continued. Orn and Aetrius in the lead.
			

			
				They rode on in and Aetrius tried to learn more of the Court. He had experienced but one side of it. Orn had experienced the other.
			

			
				The Raven had sent the dwarf the crown, and the Dove expected them to arrive with it. Both were new to Orn. In his years serving the Court of Whispers in Stonehorn, he had worked only beneath the Shrike. Sylvara. She was an elven coin master for the lord of the city, and beneath that, its Master of Secrets. King Varrow had assigned a Secret Master to each of the seven cities, some to the cities beyond.
			

			
				The Dove was one of the few that Varrow had found outside of Thume’s borders. An old friend. Lord Haemír of Direfell. That was a name that Aetrius had not heard in a very long time, but one he knew very well. In his youth, Lord Haemír had served alongside Prince Varrow as a knight. The Demon of Kingsrest, they had called him then. Aetrius knew this name. The scroll keepers had long thought him dead, killed during the Bloody Winter, a string of battles stirred by unrest between Kingsrest and East Watch. He had fought hard for the king. Then he had disappeared.
			

			
				Aetrius and Toryn had heard the stories hundreds of times. Watched them acted out in Stonehorn’s grand square. Their mother despised the man for reasons unknown to them. When she told the same stories, she usually left him out, and spoke mostly of Varrow.
			

			
				Orn had not interacted with the other Secret Masters much. He had sworn his own oath to the Shrike and to the crown. He was to serve her, and through her Thume. The Dove had begun to send for him earlier this year, and for him alone. Lord Haemír believed the Shrike to be working for West Bank. It was his idea, alongside the Raven, to have the crown sent to Orn without the Shrike’s knowledge, for fear of her interception. It was also his plan that Orn brought the crown to Direfell, and from there Haemír would be able to get it to Edgewater.
			

			
				There, the Queen was riding to meet it.
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				The sun was fast setting when they finally approached their destination. Their horses tired from the day's climb, and Ílmur was growing restless. Aetrius tried to reassure her with a pat of his hand and a kind word.
			

			
				Buried into an inlet on the side of the mountain was a large building. Its stone had been pulled from the mountains around it so that it matched in color. It was a simple rectangular shape, at least sixty feet wide and nearly twice as long, but it had once been three stories tall. Time had not been kind to it.
			

			
				The top floor of the structure was nearly gone. Only a single room stood in the far back corner. The second level was only half there, gaps in its ceiling and walls displayed its contents to the hills. Its dark stone shone like colorful gems in hues of red and orange sunset. Aged wooden arches and beams held the light in their intricate carvings. It was simple, but it was beautiful. 
			

			
				Its beauty, however, was not what caught Aetrius’ attention.
			

			
				Hanging from the empty frame of a window on the second level was a banner. It was dirtied, and tattered, but not yet bleached by the sun. It had been flung from the inside only recently. The gilded edges were disjointed and frayed, but its crest stood clear. A white stag. Proud on a dark green background. A crescent moon. Far below the flag, hunched against the aged wall and singing with all the colors of the sun, was the crumpled body of a Shadestalker.
			

			
				Aetrius said nothing. He drew his sword slowly. The only sound was the wind on the rocks, and the hooves of the horses. He could sense the eyes of the others, watching him as he dismounted. He did not know this place. He had never been here. Whatever had occurred was so separate from himself. Yet he was tied to it. He felt as if he had walked its halls before, trudged its staircases, and trained in its yard.
			

			
				Aetrius began to walk the worn path without realizing it, leaving the group behind. They called his name. Their voices were miles away.
			

			
				Corpses were strewn throughout the ruins. They were scattered like seeds in the strong wind. There had been a great battle here, more wrath and fury than any Aetrius had ever taken part in. 
			

			
				Shadestalkers were assassins, trained to find and kill behind their enemy's lines. This time, their enemy had found them. The Shadestalkers had been fighting to survive, and they had clawed tooth and nail against the fading of the light—against an insurmountable foe. Outnumbered, but not outmatched. They did not go quietly.
			

			
				Arrows littered the floors. Some hung stuck in the wooden doors, banisters, and columns, the last efforts of dying men, frozen in time. The stone walls and floors wept with the stains of blood. Aetrius glided through it like a ghost. Each step was calculated. He touched nothing. The scene ate at him. It reminded him of his own fragile mortality. His eyes searched for familiar faces.
			

			
				Searched for friends.
			

			
				These Shadestalkers were far, far from the ridge. They had been trained the same as him. No one should have been able to find them here, he knew. 
			

			
				No one, except another Shadestalker. The thought clung to him like a disease, rotting him from the inside out. They had been tracked here.
			

			
				There were many that Aetrius did not know. His heart ached for them as if he had. Shadestalker archers at windows, purple arrows still lodged in their skulls. A young boy, hardly older than Toryn, had crawled under a table and died alone in a pool of his own blood. In the corner, a thin woman clutched a large shield. It was caved in at the center, the stag that adorned it forever stained red. They had fought well, but it had not been enough.
			

			
				There were those that he did know, too, however. Allémon and Erra died on the first floor. They had been born together. They had died together. Their bodies were side by side. Myra was in the next room, her mace still held in her hand. A dwarven woman, with a length of red hair still braided neatly down her back. Eight West Bank bodies surrounded her own. She had always been strong. A light in the darkest of times. She had taught Aetrius to whittle once, over the span of a few slow nights on the Ridge.
			

			
				On the second floor Aetrius found Elmar. The spear that his father had given him when he left home was at his side. Its rich white wood had splintered so terribly that it had left his hands mangled and bloodied. His eyes were still open. He had died afraid. Aetrius closed them with a trembling hand, his stomach lurching and writhing. He swallowed the vomit and moved on. Every movement he made was not his own. Toryn hung in the doorway behind him, afraid to approach. Aetrius peeled himself from Elmar slowly, his eyes now glassy. He continued scanning the room. In the corner of it, no more than ten feet away with a sword in each hand, was Wobren.
			

			
				Aetrius’ lips parted. A wail rose from the belly of his soul and poured from his mouth, but it was not his own. It could not have been. No human could have made such a sound.
			

			
				He should have been here. He should have died alongside him. Life would be his burden now, he knew, and his alone. He wept. Holding Wobren’s body, Aetrius sobbed as if his tears were the only way of putting the broken man back together. Toryn stood silently from the doorway until Sariel came to take him away.
			

			
				Then, Aetrius was alone.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 19:
			

			
				Beast in the Night
			

			
				 
			

			
				Aetrius stood in the dark, face haggard and eyes bloodshot, as hours passed in the last room of the trading post second floor. The ceiling had collapsed here and taken most of the wall along with it. Aetrius watched the mountain inlet. He looked to the stars as if expecting answers. But none came.
			

			
				None ever came.
			

			
				Sariel returned long after sunset with Toryn in tow, holding her outstretched hand, and using her massive frame to hide himself from view. Aetrius turned his head slightly as they approached. Toryn raced to cover the distance. He wrapped his hands around Aetrius’ waist and squeezed. 
			

			
				Aetrius ran his fingers gently through his brother's hair, looking above him towards Sariel. “The ground is too hard here,” he muttered, “mostly stone.” His voice came out far harsher than he expected. It felt raw after hours of sobbing. “It would not be wise to burn the bodies either. There may still be soldiers in these hills.”
			

			
				Sariel nodded in understanding, but Aetrius hoped she would protest. That she would have some suggestion or idea he had not thought of. Some way to bring them peace.
			

			
				The dead would stay where they lay. 
			

			
				Sariel was still fully armored, save for her helmet. She stepped from the doorframe and became an extension of the moon itself. Her steel swallowed the light, making her frame a radiant beam of divine reflection. The Lightbringer joined the brothers at the edge of the room.
			

			
				Her normally hard eyes were soft. “Who were these people to you?” she asked.
			

			
				“Friends,” Aetrius answered, as if it were that simple. The word did not hardly seem enough to describe these people. But what other word was there? 
			

			
				“What happened to them?”
			

			
				“West Bank does not take Shadestalker prisoners. They never have, not since the beginning. They must have fled from the mountains when they were surrounded, rather than surrendering to execution. They were hunted. And death found them here instead.”
			

			
				“I am sorry,” Sariel said, placing a metallic hand on Aetrius’ shoulder. It was the closest they had ever been, and she was at least two heads taller than he. She smelled animalistic. Like strong musk and dark, wet wood. Even still, something about her presence was reassuring. Grounding. 
			

			
				If there was anyone who understands, perhaps it was her. 
			

			
				“They were good people,” Aetrius lamented. “I should have been here. I should have fought with them.” His eyes were pained, and the words caught in his throat. 
			

			
				Toryn pulled him tighter.
			

			
				“Then you would have died alongside them, Stag, and someone else would be tasked with raising your brother. The outcome would have been the same, even if you were here,” Sariel stated. She paused, tightening her hand on his shoulder. “There is nothing more you could have done.” 
			

			
				“I know,” Aetrius said, “but it does not strip me of my guilt… Nor my shame.”
			

			
				“It does not do to dwell on what could have been. A man holds no power over yesterday. He must not allow it to hold power over himself,” Sariel said. “Yûl has given you another task. Different from your friends. One that you must see finished.”
			

			
				A different guilt rose inside him. 
			

			
				“I’m glad that you are here,” Toryn offered from below, almost apologetically and Aetrius wrapped his arms around the boy tightly.
			

			
				“Forgive me,” he hummed as he held his brother.
			

			
				“There’s a hall on the first floor. Somehow, it was not touched by fighting. Orn is there now, with the horses. I’ve made dinner. You should eat. You’ll need your strength.”
			

			
				“Thank you,” Aetrius said. “Toryn, go and wait for me there. I wish to speak with Sariel alone.” Toryn opened his mouth to protest, but when he noticed the way Aetrius looked at him, his jaw went slack. He nodded slowly and left the room. 
			

			
				Aetrius waited until Toryn was well out of earshot. “Our discussion. The night that we met–,” he began.
			

			
				“Oh, piss off, runt.” Sariel turned to leave.
			

			
				“Sariel,” he called. She froze. “You have been kind to us. You have been kind to Toryn, at a time when he needed kindness the most. That is not lost on me. But there is too much about you that I do not know. Now more than ever, I need to be able to trust you.”
			

			
				“You and the dwarf exchange glances when you think I do not see. You discuss matters but do not include me, yet you ask me to share my truth? Where is yours?” Sariel stared daggers into him. “I’m not fucking stupid. There’s more here than you would tell me.” Aetrius’ cheeks flushed, but he did not remove his eyes from her.
			

			
				“I will tell you now,” he said, “but I need to know exactly who you are—what you are. Otherwise, I cannot.”
			

			
				Sariel grew silent, and for many minutes the pair said nothing. They looked outward into the valley below and watched the moonlight glisten against the snow on the mountains. Still.
			

			
				Finally, she spoke. “Me first?”
			

			
				“You first.”
			

			
				“I am no longer a Lightbringer,” she confessed.
			

			
				“I know,” Aetrius said softly.
			

			
				“Fuck off.”
			

			
				“What changed?” 
			

			
				“Everything.”
			

			
				“Explain,” he prodded. 
			

			
				She glared at him, her nostrils flaring. “You do not understand how wild North Lamel is…how dangerous it can be,” she muttered. “It was not conquered or unified under a single banner like Thume. The Lightbringers do what we can to keep the darkness at bay, but this is no easy task. We are sent to hunt that which hunts us.
			

			
				“For many weeks, I tracked a beast across its expanse. I was always one step behind. Had I been quicker, many more would still live. When finally I found it, we fought for nearly the entire night. Hour after hour. I grew weak, and it nearly bested me,” she motioned towards the large white scar that split her face. The chunk of flesh missing from her lip. “In the end, it was only by chance that I survived. Before I killed it, it cursed me.”
			

			
				“Magic?” Aetrius asked. He struggled to think of a beast that could put up such a fight against Sariel. 
			

			
				“Worse. I returned to my Temple, seeking the solace of my brothers and sisters—seeking the guidance of the Lightmothers. They offered none.” Sariel faltered. “There is a great fire in each of our temples, do you know of it?”
			

			
				“The Flame Eternal?” He asked. 
			

			
				Sariel nodded. “They say that Yûl themselves granted it to us, the Lightbringers, as a gift. But it is more of a contract. So long as the fire burns, we are blessed with Yûl’s magic. For over a thousand years the flame has been as new.” It looked as if she might cry, and Aetrius wondered if she was capable of such a thing. “I was ordered to throw myself in it. To ‘use Yûl’s light to rid my body of the darkness.’ The Lightmothers would have had me burned alive. So, I fled. Stripped from my order. Stripped of my magic. I pray. I sacrifice. I follow. My God remains silent.”
			

			
				“This is why you sought Orn?”
			

			
				“I have traveled very far searching for answers. I read through the libraries in Lae’nir, bribed the smugglers in Fox Cove, even begged the mages of High Ridge, none could help me. There is a book. An old tome. It was translated from the First Tongue. I was told it would carry a means to cure my ailment. I was told that he kept it,” she added begrudgingly. “Orn, of the Inked Hare. But I was too late.”
			

			
				That was why she had come, truly, Aetrius realized. Only to be met with flames. A deep sadness etched itself into him as she spoke. They had both lost everything that night.
			

			
				“I’m sorry,” he started. “I never—”
			

			
				“What are you and the dwarf hiding?” she asked, interrupting him. Again, Aetrius found himself impressed by her perception.
			

			
				“I will tell you, but you cannot tell Toryn. Not yet.”
			

			
				“You would keep your brother in the dark?”
			

			
				“He just lost his home. His friends. He killed a woman. I hear him when he dreams. I know it keeps you from sleep too.”
			

			
				Sariel shuffled uncomfortably.
			

			
				“I would spare him something else to worry about, if only for the time being.” It seemed she understood, so Aetrius continued. “Orn is more than he would let on, more than even I knew. He isn’t just a bookkeeper. He is working with the Court of Whispers, and he carries the Crown of the First King–”
			

			
				“Impossible,” Sariel hissed from behind clenched teeth.
			

			
				“Do you take me for a liar?” Aetrius looked at her and did his best to convey that he was telling the truth. “Orn says that Varrow knew he was going to die. He sent it through his network of spies just before. He sent it for Queen Elena. Orn was just a stop along its path, never meant to be its last, but Stonehorn was attacked before it could go further.” 
			

			
				“Fuck me.” Sariel's face hung frozen in a state of shock. “Do you have any fucking idea what he is carrying?! If that crown ends up in the wrong hands–” Sariel sucked her teeth.
			

			
				“I know,” Aetrius interjected this time, running his fingers through his thick hair. “I know!” He pushed the long waves of black back behind his ears and looked away from Sariel. His eyes traced the ruins behind them. 
			

			
				Aetrius’ beard was growing longer, more unkempt. He could not help but anxiously scratch at it. He looked around at the battlefield. “Our enemies are closer to us than I thought, Sariel. Do not think that I have not considered what would happen, what could happen, if this is taken from us. Not just to us, but to all of Thume.” In the moonlight he looked tired. He felt old. He felt…alone.
			

			
				“Will you stay?” he asked suddenly, half expecting her to turn and leave at any moment.
			

			
				“Fuck you,” Sariel barked, “don’t insult me. You think I would tuck my tail and run now? Chance or fate, assassin, we are bound to each other. Yûl carried your brother to me. Light, in the dead of the night. You’re stuck with me till he dies. Or I do.”
			

			
				Toryn, Aetrius thought, it all comes back to Toryn. He smiled, even if it wasn’t the time for it. But at least now he understood the woman. Her motivations. She was just chasing favor with a God that didn’t care for her any longer. She was rude and standoffish. They had traveled together for weeks now, and he hardly knew a single thing about her beside that. But God or no God, she loved the boy. He could see that.
			

			
				“I don’t much care for you,” Aetrius admitted, half-joking.
			

			
				“I know.”
			

			
				“But Toryn does. And I am growing to, even if you fight me each and every time I start. Never in a thousand years did I expect our paths to cross, but I am glad they did.” He paused. “And I am glad not to do this alone.”
			

			
				“Me too,” she grunted.
			

			
				It was then that Aetrius noticed the creature. A dark form. A whisper in the mountains. It darted between the peaks in the pale light. From its mouth it released a screech that cut through the air like winter wind through wool.
			

			
				“Run!” Sariel yelled, her deep voice echoing across the empty stone of the room as she slid her helmet downward to cover her face. She grabbed him with powerful hands and pushed him from the room. 
			

			
				Together, they sprinted past the dead. Headed for the first floor. Ran as fast as they could but it was not fast enough. They were exposed. Caught under the open ceilings and crumbled walls, and his eyes darted between the breaks in the stone. 
			

			
				Faster, he pleaded with his body. Move faster!
			

			
				They reached the staircase and clambered down. “What is it?” Aetrius panted, taking the steps two at a time to keep up with Sariel’s stride.
			

			
				“Prannick,” she barked. His heart pounded in his chest. His fingers shook on his sword. 
			

			
				“Have you fought one before?” he asked, panicked. She looked at him and said nothing. She need not. There were few who had fought a prannick and lived. 
			

			
				Sariel led, her hammer held high with both hands as she barreled through the halls all the way to the room she had spoken of. Sprinting inside, Aetrius slid the large wooden door shut behind and Sariel ripped a long table from the wall. She laid it to block the entrance. They breathed heavily, shoulders rising and falling as they stood facing the door. Orn and Toryn fumbled behind.
			

			
				Aetrius turned, holding a finger to his lips. The horses stirred. Toryn stood still, his short sword reflecting in the light of the fire. He looked fearful. Aetrius shot him a reassuring gaze. The flame in the fireplace against the far wall was not quite enough to fill the entire room with light, and the shadows sat heavily in the corners. Silence. Not a sound beside the crackling of the fire and the breathing of the group. Then, the silence broke.
			

			
				Sharp claws scraped on stone. A heavy thing moved towards the door, as if dragged through the hallway. Closer. He held his breath. Closer. Closer. Closer!
			

			
				The door exploded towards them in a spray of wooden fragments—the table beside it sent barreling into Sariel, launching the Lightbringer across the room. Aetrius had no time to react as her body collided with his own. Heavy steel stole his breath. The two rolled onto the floor, and Aetrius’ blood began to pour from his forehead from a large gash. 
			

			
				Sariel stood. She ripped Aetrius onto his feet as Toryn screamed behind them. From the doorway the creature emerged, and the horses went mad.
			

			
				Two dark red, scaled, and clawed feet grabbed at the frame and dragged the beast inward, the other pair of legs pushing furiously from behind until it breached the opening. Its body was slick with melting snow, covered entirely in dark feathers save for its face, and scaled legs. Its head was red-skinned and vulture-like, it’s curved black beak chattered loudly as it entered. Large yellow eyes scanned the room, blinking, multiple lids sliding in and out of place as its gaze focused.
			

			
				The horses. They were loud and it settled on them. Feet churning, it rushed across the stone floor, its long whip-like tail dragging behind it, wings closed tight to its frame. Sariel removed her shield from her back and took it in her left hand. Spinning her hammer in her right, she stepped in front of Aetrius to shield him. He raised his sword.
			

			
				“Orn,” he yelled behind himself, “keep Toryn and the horses away!” The beast turned to the noise. To him. It closed the distance and lunged. Sariel caught its maw with her shield, the heavy collision hammering through the room. Aetrius stepped out from behind her and made to bring his sword down upon the creature's neck, but it was far too quick. Its wicked eyes traced every move. A pair of strong front claws shot towards him like lunging snakes, each talon the size of a sword.
			

			
				Aetrius adjusted his movement mid swing. He twisted to duck underneath the swipe. He made it by the skin of his teeth, but as he stood, the creature's tail whipped from behind to catch him in the stomach. His sword fell from his hands as they grew weak and numb, and he was tossed backwards. Before it could continue its assault, Sariel brought her hammer down on the joint of the beast's left shoulder with a resounding crack. The prannick screeched so shrilly that Aetrius covered his ears, afraid his hearing might go. Blood began to spew from the beast's wound, pieces of its bone protruding from its feathered skin.
			

			
				The prannick reared backwards onto its hind legs. It unfurled its wings and began to pump. Strong gusts powered through the chamber. Aetrius took the opportunity to pick up his sword and rush, driving the blade toward the creature, fighting for every step against the wind. He slid the blade into its abdomen. A set of red claws rushed downwards, and he dove out of their way, leaving his sword wedged in the beast.
			

			
				Aetrius turned just as a set of talons rushed towards him. Before it could connect, Sariel’s hammer smashed into the open claw, splintering it, and sending the fingers shooting outward towards the walls. Aetrius had never fought anything like this beast before. Its movements were erratic and complicated, too difficult for him to predict. His forehead was bleeding more heavily now, and he wiped the blood from his eyes. The prannick retreated a few steps. A feint, it rushed towards them, stopping short and pumping its wings once more. The gust sent Aetrius and Sariel tumbling backwards. Lowering itself back down to all six of its legs, with Aetrius' sword still wedged in its belly, it hissed. The feathers that surrounded its head stood on end. It began to click its beak towards them in a horrific display, opening and closing its mouth repeatedly. 
			

			
				“Aetrius!” Toryn cried from the rear of the room. Aetrius turned and as he did his brother tossed him his small shortsword. Aetrius snatched it from the air with his right hand. Better than nothing. Orn had herded the horses and Toryn back into the rear corner of the large room. He stood in front of them all, shielding them with his tiny frame, his eyes closed. Aetrius could see his lips moving. Magic? Now’s the time, Orn.
			

			
				The prannick tucked its wings and wriggled towards them across the stone like a worm. It lunged towards Sariel, but this time it had learned its lesson. As its beak made contact with her shield, so too did its remaining front claws, which wrapped around the metal, ripped Sariel from the ground, and flung her across the room, her arm still tethered to the shield. She collided with the far stone wall. A crash of armor. The contact left her helmet dented along the brow-line. She ripped it from her head, blood streaming from a gash on her forehead.
			

			
				Aetrius stood alone against the prannick, Toryn’s small sword in his hand. He had to keep it busy, he determined, until Orn did whatever it was he was doing. A claw whipped towards him, and he jumped out of the way, sprawling onto the ground and slicing backwards as he fell. A few taloned fingers fell around him. The prannick moved to stand over him, unfazed, lunging its open beak towards his face. Aetrius rolled to the left and the beak smashed against the stone floor, leaving a sizable crack in its surface. Again and again, its beak sped towards him like a spear, each time he rolled out of its way, only angering the creature. But it was hard. He was slow and it was fast. It hissed at him and launched its face towards him again. This time, as he spun out of its way, he was caught by its leg. It wrapped around his left bicep and squeezed inwards with its dagger-like talon, digging into his arm.
			

			
				Pain he had never experienced ripped through the muscle. It went hot as blood shot from the wound. Then it went numb, and his arm fell limp. He screamed. His vision began to dim at the corners. The prannick held him in place, raising its head above him and opening its beak. The smell of rotted flesh assaulted him. It moved to bite down upon his face, and struggle as he might, he could not yank himself free this time. He was pinned.
			

			
				A light pierced the dark room. He was blinded, and the prannick screeched shrilly, releasing him as it cowered from the brightness. Sariel was closing in, her hammer pouring white light outwards to fill the room. Aetrius used the confusion to break away making towards the exterior wall where Toryn’s sword had been pushed. As he ran the prannick lashed outwards towards him. A single clawed hand. It collided with the side of his head, swords digging into his cheek and jaw, narrowly missing his eye, and stripping most of his ear. The impact was so strong that it tossed him across the room, his body smashing against the stone wall. His head cracked against the stone, and as his body hit the ground, he was unable to move. 
			

			
				Aetrius felt the pain. All of it. Ripping through him, tearing through his flesh, but he could not scream. He could not call out. His mouth wouldn’t work. His vision was failing.
			

			
				The last thing Aetrius saw was Sariel approaching the prannick. It had spun to meet her, its eyes narrowed into slits, its mouth opening to croak loudly. Her hammer collided with the side of its barren skull. All the light she held disappeared as soon as contact was made, and all sound was sucked from the chamber along with it. The air itself seemed to leave the room. Then it all returned at once, localized only on the prannick’s head. One second it was there, the next it was gone, shattered outwards into a million pieces of bone, light, and fire. Reduced to dust. The creature's body collapsed to the ground twitching and writhing. Sariel stood over it. She panted like a wolf on a hunt.
			

			
				Blackness swallowed him.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 20:
			

			
				Marcella’s Regards
			

			
				 
			

			
				Somewhere along the trip, Silla and Aida had convinced themselves that Elena did not know how to cook and had taken it upon themselves to teach the squire how. Elena had been far too kind to stamp out their excitement. Instead, each and every morning she followed their careful instruction, executing each command with reverence. 
			

			
				This morning, they taught her to fry potatoes and onions in the same pan as their eggs. “The trick is to start with the potatoes,” Silla chirped.
			

			
				“Cause they take the longest,” Aida added.
			

			
				The trick is to start with the potatoes, Elena mouthed as the girls giggled together and watched her add them to the pan.
			

			
				They set out not long after they had eaten. The city was only a few days away now. Kairn took to the rear as he always did, and Elena to the front. The wagons were slow, even when they were fast. This morning was no different. 
			

			
				Brego rode in the front today. Elena liked it better when Breva did, as the woman was more keen on talking to her, but she would never admit that. The girls taught Elena how the fields were plowed. Brego listened intently, happy to correct any mishaps, lest any of them leave the conversation confused. 
			

			
				There were very few this time around. Elena smiled at that. Watching these girls learn and grow during their time together had brought her great joy. They reminded her of herself in many ways. Curious and full of life. She would be sad to part with them soon. 
			

			
				When the girls ended their lesson, it was to Brego’s thunderous applause. Silla in particular would not claim it, on account of her love of sword fighting, mischief, and adventure, but she was quite the farmer’s daughter. Even at her young age.
			

			
				Elena always returned their lessons in kind. For the girls had never received a formal education, and so they often spent their time quizzing Elena on whatever it was that they wished to know. It served as payment for their farming lessons. Today, after the conclusion of their own instruction, they asked Elena to teach them about East Watch, their home.
			

			
				Elena’s blood hailed from that land. King Eidor. She wondered how much it had changed since his time. She had never even seen the city. Though, she would very much like to. She would very much like to do many things that involved Eidor. Perhaps they would fill her with the connection she so desperately searched for. Elena felt estranged from him. From anything regarding the throne and its history, truthfully.
			

			
				She had never wanted it. Elena looked around guiltily, half expecting Varrow to be staring at her from the field of flowers, shaking his head in disappointment. I never wanted it, but I will claim it! She rationed, shooing his lingering image away. He had never wanted it either.
			

			
				Elena smiled, momentarily finding the connection she had just been seeking. “East Watch is one of Thume’s oldest cities,” she started, returning her attention to the girls. “It was built by the first men of Lamel. A border fortress to prevent attacks from Acria, to which it still serves. They say the strongest warriors in all of Aeolin come from there.” Elena winked at the girls from the back of her horse. “King Eidor, the First Son of Thume, was born from your city, and that is a great honor.”
			

			
				“Do not get them started,” Brego cautioned, jokingly. “Once they begin, we will not hear the end of it.”
			

			
				As if to prove his point, Silla stood on the front seat of the wagon, batting her eyelashes. “Will you teach me to hold your sword?” she asked. “I can’t be a strong warrior without a sword.”
			

			
				“No! Me first!” Aida yelled. 
			

			
				“Neither of you will hold a sword so long as your aunt is still standing,” Brego announced, turning to look back at the woman riding with Kairn. 
			

			
				The girls immediately quieted down.
			

			
				“What about a horse, Cousin Lilith?” Aida asked softly. “Can you teach me to ride a horse?”
			

			
				Elena searched for the old man’s approval before she opened her mouth. Brego shrugged his shoulders. A yes, then. Elena smiled. She still remembered when she had learned to ride. The woman who had taught her was named Zorah. 
			

			
				She reveled in the fact that she could be that person for Aida. “Yes,” Elena nearly yelled. “Of course, my girl.” She brought her horse beside the wagon and beckoned for Aida to approach. When she got to the edge, Elena scooped her up and placed her in the saddle.
			

			
				“Me next!” Silla yelled.
			

			
				“Yes, you are next,” Elena reassured. “Don’t worry, there is time enough for the both of you.”
			

			
				Though, Silla already knew how to ride a horse.
			

			
				Seated behind the young girl, Elena taught her how to hold the reins and steer the horse, how to get it moving, and how to bring the large creature to a stop. She even taught the small girl how to get into and out of the saddle, despite her size. Within a few hours, she was content to allow Aida to do most of the work, and just sit behind her and coach.
			

			
				The caravan was filled with the sounds of laughter, with the sharing of food, and with the intrigue of learning. It made the world that much smaller. It made Elena forget her hardships. It made her complacent.
			

			
				She did not see the soldiers that had come to kill her.
			

			
				The first arrow sped from the field of flowers to Elena’s right, an insect on the horizon, so fast it did not even make a sound. It moved through the air like a black dot in Elena’s periphery. She had been its target, of that she was sure, but in front of her, wedged tightly in the saddle, sat Aida. The arrow caught the girl just beneath her soft jaw, slicing through her neck and out the opposite side with a flash of blood. There was no scream. One moment the girl was alive, the next she was not. Her small body fell from the horse, still clasping tightly to the reins. The force of her fall ripped the steed from its path. The horse panicked, pulled forward and to its left, it spiraled on a direct path for the forward most wagon.
			

			
				Brego began to shout, Silla began to cry, and tens of soldiers began to rise from the fields of flowers like weeds. There was no time to think. The horse on which Elena sat bucked as it came to collide with the front wagon, and try as she might, Elena could not hold on tightly enough. The wagon twisted out of control and took her horse with it. Her body launched forward. She collided heavily with the dirt trail.
			

			
				Pain bloomed in her left arm. Elena forced her eyes to open, her vision pulsating with red and black, the world fading in and out of view. Instinctively, she had reached out to break her fall. Now, her sword arm was bent at an awkward angle. 
			

			
				Ruined. Ears ringing, Elena pulled herself to her feet. Brego was trying desperately to drag Silla out from beneath the wagon. Elena’s heart skipped, and her stomach lurched. A dribble of vomit escaped the corner of her mouth. The girl had been crushed. She was already dead. 
			

			
				As Brego tugged and tugged at the small girl's arm, a West Bank soldier closed the distance, sword in hand. Elena tried to stand, tried to do anything to save the man, but her body worked against her. She could not rise. 
			

			
				Kairn rode swiftly from the rear of their formation, as fast as his horse could move, but even he was already too late. The soldier drove the sword between Brego’s shoulder blades. Kairn swung his own not but a second later, cleaving the soldier’s head in two. His body, and Brego’s, fell at the same time. 
			

			
				Kairn continued riding to Elena before he dismounted. Greatsword still in hand, he slid to her side, kicking up dust and dirt as he went. “Up,” he commanded, shoving a hand beneath her right shoulder. “Up. Fight or die.” He grunted as he strained against her weight, pulling Elena to her feet.
			

			
				Blood spilled softly from the queen’s left ear, and the world spun around her. The flowers blended into the sky. Elena teetered. She fought against it. Willed herself to remain upright. 
			

			
				Behind Kairn, more soldiers had begun to spill onto the trail, and Breva stumbled from the rear of the caravan, leaving her wagon behind. “No,” she cried as she approached the bodies. She dropped to her knees beside them and began to sob, cradling the head of Aida. “No, no, no, no. Not the girls…not my girls.”
			

			
				“Breva,” Elena croaked. Her voice came dry and cracked. 
			

			
				The woman did not look at her.
			

			
				Elena took a step forward and pain shot through her left leg. Broken. She almost collapsed but she forced herself to take another, and then another.
			

			
				From the side of the trail, a soldier approached. His armor was far more ornate than the rest. In his hands he held a bow. It was oiled and beautiful. The wood shone in the light of the sun.
			

			
				“Death is too light a punishment for harboring the false queen,” he spat at Breva, loud enough that Elena could hear him. 
			

			
				The woman ignored him too, or perhaps she did not hear. Her eyes were wide and unseeing as she stared at the heavens and cursed the Gods. Over and over.
			

			
				Elena drew Birdsong. She fumbled to remove it with her right hand, her left still curled inward against her chest. The remaining soldiers came to join what she assumed to be their leader.
			

			
				“We must not let them surround us,” Kairn whispered so that only Elena could hear. “These plains will not be where we fall.” 
			

			
				Elena’s heart began to beat rhythmically in her chest. A war drum. The pain in her leg began to fade. The soldiers were snaking around them now. 
			

			
				She snuck quick glances.
			

			
				“Elena Valdarian, the Princess Who Fled, and Kairn Verrall, Shield Breaker, we meet at last,” the lead man announced with a smirk and a faux bow. He was slender, his face beautiful but severe. Every piece of him seemed hewn from the same well-oiled wood as his bow, pale, sharp, and shining in the sun. “The true Queen of Thume, Marcella Nai’i, Oak Splitter, and Master of the Lyari Sea, requests your counsel. What say you?”
			

			
				“Have you a title of your own, or is your mouth only good for swallowing the names of others?” Kairn asked.
			

			
				“There may yet be a place for you within our Queen’s Court, swordmaster. You need not stand with this pretender,” the soldier answered with a smirk. “Your skills are that of legend. Even my soldiers fear you. Look at how they quake in their armor.” He beckoned towards the men and women around him. 
			

			
				He was right. They shook and trembled behind helmets and shields. 
			

			
				“They wished to attack from afar,” the soldier said. He looked at the bodies of the girls, smirked, and shrugged his shoulders. “I think I missed.”
			

			
				Elena tightened her grip on her sword and Kairn put an arm in front of her, shaking his head. 
			

			
				Not yet.
			

			
				“Oh, stop your wailing!” the soldier yelled over Breva, who had yet to quiet herself. He kicked her as hard as he could in the side of the skull. She crumpled and went quiet. 
			

			
				Again, Elena made to move. 
			

			
				Again, Kairn stopped her.
			

			
				“I serve Queen Elena Valdarian,” Kairn said. “As I served her father before her, and his father before him. I will sooner die with honor than live my life as a traitor.”
			

			
				“No matter. If you do not come willingly, we will bring her your corpses.” With that, he drew an arrow into his bow, and pointed the tip to Elena’s heart.
			

			
				Rage.
			

			
				It grabbed at Elena. It pulled at her skin until it seemed that it would crack like brittle wood.
			

			
				True queen? Oak Splitter? 
			

			
				White hot fire licked at Elena’s bones. Whatever pain she held disappeared. To her left she could sense the same anger radiating from Kairn. It was palpable. The knight had taught her that anger had no place in combat. That it dulled the senses—made rash decisions. ‘Anger is the death of men,’ he had said.
			

			
				Elena Valdarian would see that made true.
			

			
				The queen rushed forward just as the soldier released his arrow. It whistled towards her, and she leaned quickly to her side, letting it pass with a hush. From her right, another man moved forward to stop her advance. 
			

			
				Kairn brought his sword down upon him. The soldier raised his wooden shield to block the blow, and with brutal force Kairn’s heavy steel splintered the wood. It drove through and wedged itself in his neck. He coughed a spat of blood and was no more. Kairn laughed. A barbarous sound.
			

			
				“Bring me the next man!” he yelled. His eyes were dark, and there was no trace of kindness left in him.
			

			
				The lead soldier pulled another arrow into his bow. He sent it towards Elena again, trying to end her rush. She spun Birdsong. With a quick chirp, she cut the arrow from mid-air with the blade, gaining speed as she continued on. Two others stepped between her and the soldier. Like a dancer, she slid between them, dodging, and weaving in her twisted sway. Elena held Birdsong in her off hand, but she had trained to do so since the beginning. 
			

			
				Their bodies fell in a heap as she passed. Her sword swam in their blood.
			

			
				She stepped. Kairn followed. The pair cut through the men and women. Her path was straight. Her target clear. Kairn moved unpredictably, destroying those who rose up to greet her. One moment he was on her left, the next her right. Elena did not think. She hardly breathed. She was wrath, and Birdsong was her fury. 
			

			
				Another arrow sped toward her. The soldiers' panic was building. This one collided with her broken arm, lodging itself firmly in place. No matter, she thought, I am not using it anyway. 
			

			
				From behind her a soldier charged, voice bellowing. The woman begged to be seen. To be heard. Elena did not grant her a turn. She did not deserve her attention. The man in front was hers. That woman belonged to Kairn.
			

			
				Her swordmaster ripped the spear from the woman’s grasp and removed her head from her body. He turned and threw it, the long form racing past Elena’s ear and sending ripples through her hair. The man that had been pushing toward her was caught in the chest, the spear’s force lifting him from the ground.
			

			
				Once again, the lead man raised his bow, backing away as he did. But Elena was close this time. Too close. She severed his hands from his body and cut the bow in half. The arrow that had been notched went wildly to her left with a twang of the bowstring. 
			

			
				Screaming in agony, he collapsed to his knees. Elena moved on, leaving him to it while she killed the rest. Together, she and Kairn worked as they had a hundred times over. Back-to-back, they fought the onslaught of soldiers until none stood but them and the handless man. Only then did Elena return to kill him.
			

			
				She lay the edge of Birdsong against his should.
			

			
				“Please…please,” the soldier begged, “do not kill me. I surrender. I surrender!” He bowed until his face was flush with the ground.
			

			
				Elena did all she could stay her hand. “This will not be the last time you kneel before me,” she said. “You should be grateful that one Queen in Thume still holds honor.” She sheathed Birdsong to Kairn’s visible discontent.
			

			
				“You should kill him now,” Kairn suggested, “and free him from his misery. Allowing him to leave would only cause us torment and restless nights. I would not spend the next weeks looking over my shoulder.” Kairn stepped towards the main and raised his longsword. 
			

			
				Elena stopped him with her good arm.
			

			
				“No! NO! I will not follow you, I swear it. Please! I will go where you wish. Please!” The handless man pressed his head into the dirt and began to sob.
			

			
				Elena did not try to hide her disgust. She had never wanted to see someone dead so fiercely in all her life. No one, save for Marcella, anyway. But killing him would be too simple. Killing him would be a courtesy he did not deserve.
			

			
				“Unlike Marcella, I would not bring about the death of the defenseless. Return to the usurper,” Elena ordered, crouching in front of the man, “and bring her a message.” Rage still dripped from her words.
			

			
				“Yes,” the soldier stammered. “Yes, anything. Just let me live, please.”
			

			
				“Tell your queen that she has felled the Oak, but she has not razed the forest. So long as I survive, I will come for her. I will come for my kingdom. I will come for my throne. Tell her to keep it warm for me until I return.” Elena stood and pulled the man to his feet by the scruff of his neck. She tossed him forward. “Go. Before I change my mind.”
			

			
				“We left our horses–” he began.
			

			
				“Walk, coward,” Elena spat, drawing Birdsong again. “I took your hands, not your feet.”
			

			
				He turned his back to her and fled down the road, back towards the mountains.
			

			
				“He won’t survive,” Kairn grumbled. “Not here. Not without his hands. Your quarter only worsened his passing. You should have let me kill him.”
			

			
				“Then let the world take him. I care not, Kairn. I won’t worry for his life as if he deserves our pity. But I won’t kill an unarmed soldier. We are not the same as our enemy. Do not mistake my mercy for weakness.”
			

			
				“I don’t. There is no greater display of strength than that of self-control. I simply doubt its pragmatism.”
			

			
				“Doubt me another day, Kairn. I have had my fill on this one.” With that, Elena turned and walked to Breva. 
			

			
				The blood on the woman’s head had already begun to crust and dry, but she was alive and breathing. Elena sat her up. The horses on the lead cart had gone, run away as the wagon was ripped free of them. Her own horse was dead, its neck broken in the collision. Breva’s cart remained intact. She had managed to steer it to a stop.
			

			
				Kairn lifted the lead wagon and pulled Silla’s body from beneath it. Elena could not help the tears that gathered in her eyes, nor the guilt that gathered in her head.
			

			
				They were dead because of her. Kairn was right. She should have let them be. She did this. 
			

			
				This was her fault.
			

			
				Breva’s eyes came into focus slowly. Her pain returned quickly, and she winced. She made to move, but Elena put a hand on her shoulder.
			

			
				“Be still,” Elena ordered. “Your wound is closing but your body has not forgotten it yet.”
			

			
				“Release me.” Breva spat, ripping Elena’s arm away. She stood, and when she did, she wobbled for a moment before turning to the side and vomiting. She made it to the bodies and said nothing as she hunched over them.
			

			
				“We will help you bury them,” Elena pleaded, “if you wish.” She tried to express her sympathies with her expression, but she knew there was nothing she could do for Breva to forgive her.
			

			
				“Kill me,” Breva croaked.
			

			
				“What?” Elena asked, shocked.
			

			
				“Kill me,” the woman repeated. “Have you no compassion? Kill me!” She yelled, moving towards Elena frighteningly fast. 
			

			
				Kairn moved to her side, hand on the hilt of his sword, but Breva stumbled and fell before them, sobbing into the dirt of the trail. She looked frail, her clothes bloodied and dirtied, and her hair powdery with the dust. “Take my life,” she begged, raising her face from the trail. “Send me to them. Please, send me to the Fields of Silver.”
			

			
				“I cannot,” Elena sobbed, finally breaking under Breva’s harsh gaze. She reached a hand out towards the woman, but Breva recoiled from her touch, as if it were venomous. Elena sobbed even louder then, her hand hanging empty in the air.
			

			
				“Kill me,” the woman groaned. “Kill me, you liar!”
			

			
				“Breva…I will not. You ask too much of me.”
			

			
				“Now you find the line you will not cross? Now you find your limit? You’ve taken my father. You’ve taken my girls,” she wailed. “You’ve taken my sister from me, I know it to be true. You and your kin have taken everything!”
			

			
				“Come, Sparrow.” Kairn placed a hand on Elena’s shoulder. “We should go.”
			

			
				“And you,” Breva continued, spitting at Kairn’s feet. “You call yourself a knight? How dare you claim the honor.”
			

			
				“I will not leave her alone!” Elena yelled from behind her tears. 
			

			
				Kairn retracted his grip. 
			

			
				Elena wanted to scream. Look what we’ve done to her? Look what I’ve done to her! But her throat had closed.
			

			
				“Kill me,” Breva begged again, softly this time. “Kill me, or…or I will kill you.” She pulled a thin knife from her belt. It was little more than a trimming blade for the vegetables she hauled. She held it so tightly that her knuckles went white. 
			

			
				Breva began to pull herself from the ground with what effort she could manage.
			

			
				“Please,” Elena pleaded with Breva. Shoving Kairn and his drawn sword back. “Please stop. Your death will not bring them back.” 
			

			
				The woman rushed towards Elena, slicing the air with the thin knife. Her moves were unpracticed, and Elena dodged them easily, beckoning with her hands for Kairn to give them space. 
			

			
				He circled the pair, his sword held at the ready.
			

			
				“I will join them in the next life. I want no more of this one. You and your own have poisoned it,” Breva hollered as she rushed towards Elena again brandishing the knife. 
			

			
				This time she did not cut, but instead moved to jam it beneath Elena’s clavicle. The blade pushed down until it was but an inch from the Queen’s chest, and then it hung frozen in the air. Breva’s eyes grew wide. She fell, collapsing onto the trail beside her father. Elena stood alone.
			

			
				The tip of Birdsong hung bloodied at her side.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 21:
			

			
				Cold Welcome
			

			
				 
			

			
				Orn sat quietly next to Aetrius, his back pressed against the hard stone wall of the dilapidated dining room. His body ached. His mind flashed and wavered. The strength that filled him earlier had fled. Some, to assist Sariel during the fight, the rest, had helped her close what she could of Aetrius’ wounds.
			

			
				Orn had pulled magic from every fiber and gap of his being. Regardless, he had volunteered to take the next watch. It was unfair for Sariel to sit awake for the remainder of the evening, given that she had yet to rest. Besides, she and Aetrius had taken every watch since the start anyway, and Orn figured it was time to pull his weight.
			

			
				Sariel slept now in the rear of the room beside the horses. Orn could see her from his position on the floor. She lay sprawled on her back, still wearing her heavy armor, snoring strongly in the empty stone room. She was only inches from Toryn, who had refused to sleep alone. Orn could hardly begin to blame him, he was just a boy, and he had been through plenty that would frighten any grown man.
			

			
				The dwarf pushed his thin glasses up his nose and inspected Aetrius for the third time in ten minutes. He would scar. Orn was sure of it. His magic couldn’t close Aetrius’ wounds without leaving a mark, at least not without overexerting himself. And Sariel needn’t draw on the wild again. 
			

			
				Orn had done too much this evening, and his magic was not without cost. His breaths came laborious. The sound of it was only masked by Sariel’s thunderous snores.
			

			
				The prannick's body was pushed against the far wall. Using what remained of the table, the doorway was blocked once more. Sariel had assured them that prannick were solitary creatures. It was unlikely another lived within this one’s hunting grounds. 
			

			
				Orn could see why. 
			

			
				Few in Thume had ever seen one. Fewer still had ever slain one. But Sariel and Aetrius together had almost fallen victim to the creature. Orn looked at its dead body and shuddered. Even in death it caused him distress. He worried it would spring up, headless like a chicken, to make one final attack.
			

			
				Orn shifted his weight against the wall. The book stirred within his breast pocket. There had been a fleeting moment, a small window, where he had considered attempting to use the crown to stop the beast. It would’ve cost him his life. The crown bent to no one, save for the rightful ruler of Thume. Still, it would’ve provided him with enough power to make it as if the beast had never walked. 
			

			
				Then it would’ve consumed him. 
			

			
				Part of Orn regretted not using it. Perhaps if he had, Aetrius would not be in the state he was currently in, hanging between life and death. The boy’s breaths were shallow. His eyes spun wildly under his closed lids. His face was wrapped, much like Toryn’s had been when they first got to him. Sariel would be making a habit of caring for the brothers soon.
			

			
				“Eyva,” Aetrius mumbled in his sleep, his voice hardly a whisper. 
			

			
				Eyva? Orn’s heart released a painful stab. The boys’ mother. At least, that’s what she had called herself. He had almost forgotten. 
			

			
				The boys were aging quickly. She would not recognize them now. Aetrius was a man. Toryn close behind. Orn had helped care for them since before their mother’s death, and long before the war. It pained him to see them grappling with so much at such young ages. Orn had never had children of his own. 
			

			
				But he had always had his boys.
			

			
				Aetrius stirred. With a jolt, as if he had caught himself while falling, his body shook, and his eyes shot open. 
			

			
				Orn grabbed the cloth he had been using earlier, still soaked in water, and began to dab at Aetrius’ forehead. “Shh, you’re alright, son. You’re alright,” Orn said reassuringly. “I’ve got you.”
			

			
				“Toryn?” Aetrius’ mumbled into the empty room. “Toryn… Where is my brother?”
			

			
				“He’s alright too, lad. He’s sleeping now. Best not to wake him, he needs his rest.”
			

			
				“Good…good.” Aetrius reached a hand upward and gingerly reached for the edges of his wounds. 
			

			
				Orn grabbed his wrist. “Leave it be, boy. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more…it’s…” he shook his head. “You’re going to scar. I fixed your arm, but I couldn’t replace what was missing of your ear. Not without doing too much.”
			

			
				“Therron,” Aetrius murmured, his eyes starting to glaze over, "it's just an ear, you need not worry.” 
			

			
				He was confused. Still out of it. 
			

			
				Aetrius looked towards Orn kindly, nonetheless. “You did more than I could have asked of you, and more than I could have expected.”
			

			
				Orn handed him a water skin, noticing the dry edges of Aetrius’ mouth. Therron? He wondered where Aetrius thought he was now. The Ridge?
			

			
				Aetrius took a large swig, but most of the water fell down his chin and beaded on his bloodied beard.
			

			
				“You should go back to sleep,” Orn suggested, though it sounded more like an order. “Daybreak will be coming soon, and we need to move on. We can’t linger in this place. It’s filled with death.” 
			

			
				Aetrius lowered the water skin and leaned his head back against the stone wall. “Everywhere we go is filled with death, old friend,” Aetrius mumbled. “We carry it with us.” Then his head fell to his side, and he began to lose consciousness again. “Where were you?” he whispered gently. Then he faded, and his body went limp.
			

			
				Orn sighed and brushed the boy’s hair behind his ears. He stood to cross the stone room and froze. Ílmur did not take kindly to the touch of those aside from the boy. But he needed Aetrius’ blanket.
			

			
				“Easy, beast,” Orn crooned. “Easy.” 
			

			
				The horse whinnied, filling the cavernous room with her sound. Sariel choked on her own spit, caught herself, and resumed snoring. 
			

			
				Haphazardly, Orn retrieved Aetrius' blanket. He returned and covered the man, dragging his own sleeping mat over so he could sit and keep watch more comfortably. He had been boiling water over the fire. He used it now to make himself a cup of tea.
			

			
				The journey forward would prove to be more difficult, Orn thought as he drank. They were headed to the Dove completely at his mercy. The Court of Whispers would not allow their small group the benefit of the doubt, they would be scrutinized and tested at every interaction. Orn looked at the two sleeping boys and frowned. Aetrius would likely bear the brunt of it all. That, Orn knew. 
			

			
				Regardless of Lord Haemír’s thoughts of the boy, the rest would not be happy that a Shadestalker had come with the crown. Especially not Aetrius. It would be Orn’s duty to make it appear a coincidence.
			

			
				If that was still an option.
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				The next day arrived like an unwelcome visitor. Orn had been watching shadows stretch in the hallway for hours, and none of the group seemed happy to see the sun rise. Instead, they allowed themselves an opportunity to sleep later than normal. Sariel replaced Orn on watch.
			

			
				Today more than ever, Orn missed his shop. He missed his soft bed. He missed the smell of the wood and the safety it had once instilled in him. He missed feeling of use. Even if it was just to help people find books, or to teach children to read. Orn was ready to stop traveling and settle in. He curled up on a pad beside Aetrius and found sleep despite his racing mind.
			

			
				When he woke, the rest of the group had already been up for quite some time. Sariel had taken over Toryn’s training. Aetrius was content only to watch and to nurse his injuries. With Orn up, they packed what they could, tended to the horses, and took off. For the first time, Toryn rode alone on Ílmur. Aetrius rode tucked in front of Sariel, too weak to be by himself.
			

			
				They traveled more slowly than normal for the next few days, compensating for his wounds. On the second morning, Aetrius removed his bandages to reveal scars nearly as deep and as pale as Sariel’s. It could have been much worse. It did not rip the corners of his mouth, nor graze his nose or eyes. Had the beast been a few inches lower it may have split his neck. Only a fraction of his right ear remained, and his right jaw seemed sunken compared to his left. Three deep claw marks had cut clean through the beard he had fast been accumulating on his face. In their wake, they left long strips where hair would never grow. The magic had closed the wounds, but it had not renewed his flesh. He was lucky that he was still standing. Even if it left him with a permanent mark.
			

			
				Aetrius did not seem to care.
			

			
				Since he had first woken, the man had not been the same. He held onto silence. He seemed bitter and cold, his warmth left behind in that small room. Whether it had been the beast or the carnage of his friends that had done it, Orn could not say. But the dwarf alone seemed to mourn the change. So, he did so on his own time.
			

			
				Aetrius did not resume training Toryn until day four. This finally allowed Sariel a small break, which the Lightbringer used mostly to sit beside Orn and critique the way in which Aetrius taught.
			

			
				She would bite into the dried strips of salted venison, and growl between mouthfuls. Too slow. Too easy on the boy. Too cowardly, a man should fight his enemies face to face, she would say. At a certain point she gave up on critiquing his fighting and just critiqued him. Ugly. Stupid. Short.
			

			
				Orn grew very fond of her the longer they traveled together, and the more he noticed how she treated the two boys. He could see the kindness she held within herself. Even behind her rough exterior.
			

			
				But Orn could never fully shake his doubt.
			

			
				Lord Haemír had instructed him to be careful around her. Though it grew increasingly evident that she was just as lost as the rest of them.
			

			
				After a week of travel, Aetrius returned to Ílmur just in time for them to rode on from the mountains. Beyond the range, sporadic forests, rolling hills, and swift rivers dotted their path to the border of North Lamel and further, to the city of Direfell. It was a new world. Full of animals and plants they had not seen before. Orn remembered some, from his visits as a youth, but most were lost on him.
			

			
				It was warmer without the cold chill of the mountains. Water was more plentiful. It ran down from the peaks in loud rivers and gushing streams. So too, was wild game. Aetrius, back to his health, proved himself capable nearly daily with his bow. There was no evening spent without a rabbit, squirrel, or deer, and Sariel was familiar enough with the native plants to find anything considered edible to compliment the meals. They still kept watch nightly but had no more incidents. For Orn, it was the happiest he had been since they had left. 
			

			
				They ate well. They traveled light. They spoke often. The fear of their pursuers dropped so far behind, it became a memory for him. No one was sure at which point they crossed into North Lamel officially, but nearly a month after leaving Stonehorn, Direfell rose on the horizon.
			

			
				It was only then that Orn’s sense of worry returned.
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				Direfell was an ancient place. Once, it had been a temple, but the First Flame had broken at least a century prior, its Lightbringers abandoning its holy fire to be snuffed forever. The city belonged now not to a God, but to a man.
			

			
				Lord Haemír.
			

			
				In many ways, the city still resembled the temple it once was. White stone. Cracked statues. Ancient, powerful, and all knowing. Direfell’s people were much the same. It was as if they harbored some knowledge that Orn did not. They moved freely through the open city without an ounce of fear for the beasts that lived so close.
			

			
				They stared freely too.
			

			
				Many looked at Sariel with a modicum of disgust. Some, a touch of respect. It worried Orn. What worried him most was how they watched Aetrius. Veneration. A shiver traced along Orn’s spine as he looked at the man—really looked at him. His body straight and kingly, his face deeply scarred, a strong hand wrapping the hilt of his sword.
			

			
				Somewhere between Stonehorn and Direfell, Aetrius had become something else entirely. Gone was the boy. Only the man remained.
			

			
				Toryn either did not notice the people’s stares, or he paid them no mind, for his excitement poured from within him. He shouted questions about buildings, shop stalls and food to Sariel, who sat behind him. She did her best to answer. Orn was glad that she had something to distract her. And glad too that he need not ask for directions, as Sariel’s companionship seemed to turn the people away from them. The citizens avoided the entire group as if they bore some contagious illness. It was clear they still harbored some deep seeded disregard for the Lightbringers who had lived here.
			

			
				Lord Haemír resided in the central temple. The first place of worship in the city. The building looked to be what Orn would have imagined the temple outside of Stonehorn to look like, had it been in its complete state. But alongside the rest of the city, it seemed… insignificant? 
			

			
				It was white marbled stone. Remarkably plain, but well kept. The edges had been squared with incredible precision, and it sat on a small hill in the exact middle of the city, rising only slightly above its neighbors. Truthfully, it was nearly identical to most of the buildings here, and if not for its location, Orn would have been none the wiser to its purpose.
			

			
				The small party could see its courtyard from outside, and in it, a large statue towered over the well-kept garden. Unlike the temple in Stonehorn, this statue was of a woman. It seemed the First Flame had a different perception of Yûl’s appearance. She was slender and tall, with hair that fell over her bare chest, stopping just beneath her navel. Her eyes were open, and her lips locked in a toothless smile. On her shoulders, she held the sun. Orn could not help but think that she looked warmer, and more welcoming than the other.
			

			
				The temple grounds were deserted.
			

			
				Orn frowned. They had toiled for so long for such a lackluster reception. The dwarf took the lead as they walked their horses up the massive staircase that led to its door, and knocked four times, in increments of two. The universal call of the Court. His knocks echoed inside the building, and for a long while, no one answered. It was just as he raised his hand to knock again, that the door opened, and he found himself face to face with a very old dwarven woman.
			

			
				“We’ve been expecting you,” she croaked, examining the group with beady eyes protruding from beneath a pile of thick wrinkles. Her expression was neither warm nor cold. It simply…was. 
			

			
				She cleared her throat. “Enter, Orn son of Nuram. Your master is here, and she wishes to speak with you.”
			

			
				Orn bowed his head, using the opportunity to hide his surprise. He swallowed, but it got stuck in his dry throat. That wasn’t possible.
			

			
				Orn forced himself to stand back up. He buried his discontent. “Thank you. Where would you like us to leave our horses?” 
			

			
				She stepped to the side, and from behind her, two more dwarves appeared. They were both men, with long ginger beards. One was bald and the other had thick red braids that hung halfway down his back. Otherwise, they were identical. Twins maybe. The lot of them wore matching crimson robes, plain, aside from the breast, which bore the small insignia of a cream-colored dove. 
			

			
				The two twins marched in step with each other, taking the reins of the horses in hand and moving to lead them down the staircase the group had taken to get there.
			

			
				As they took Ílmur’s reins, Aetrius spoke to them briefly. “Please, be gentle with her,” Aetrius said. “She has taken us very far. And she is very important to me.”
			

			
				“And Tully too,” Toryn stood on his toes to whisper into Aetrius’ ear. It was loud enough that everyone standing nearby could hear it. Orn grinned. 
			

			
				But Aetrius repeated it anyway, smiling at the pair of dwarves before him. “And Tully too.”
			

			
				“Of course, young masters,” the dwarves squeaked in unison, bowing before Aetrius and Toryn. “Lord Haemír will have us care for them as if they were his own.” 
			

			
				Toryn giggled at this display, but Aetrius shot him a dirty look and the boy stifled his laughter.
			

			
				The bald dwarf continued on without his brother. “They will be kept in the stables within the courtyard should you wish to see them. They will be given plenty of food and water, and I will have the stable hands take a brush to them as well.”
			

			
				“We have not the time to dally,” the old dwarven woman rasped from the doorway before Aetrius could respond. “Come.” She looked at Orn and raised an eyebrow before stepping to the side once more. “Aetrius and Toryn, sons Cerithan, and Sariel Daughter of Harrow, my master bids you welcome. Come. Come.” She waved her hand, beckoning them inward.
			

			
				Both Orn and Aetrius shot a glance at Sariel. Harrow? He wondered if the boy was thinking the same thing. But the sun was high in the sky, and if Sariel’s face showed any hint of emotion, her helmet kept it well hidden.
			

			
				Orn entered first. The ceiling of the vestibule rose nearly thirty feet. Far above them, large windows funneled sunlight into the room and outward down its snaking halls. The interior, unlike its façade, was anything except plain. Orn’s mouth fell open. Extravagant, he thought. That was the only word suitable for the Dove’s taste.
			

			
				Art pieces covered the walls, exquisite furniture sat nearly untouched, and hand-patterned rugs ran down each and every hallway. Decorative armor stood encased in glass. Dwarven, human, elven, all items of a well curated collection. Beasts and monsters had been stuffed and posed. 
			

			
				Orn jumped in his boots as his eyes met those of a large prannick’s, whose head had been mounted on the far wall. It was larger even than the one they had faced. The old dwarven woman ignored their surprised gawking. 
			

			
				She made for the middle hallway door. “Come,” she croaked without looking behind her. “You can rest in your rooms. There is no time to linger.”
			

			
				Orn groaned, forcing his tired body to keep going. She shot him a nasty glare as they followed her through winding corridor after winding corridor. It seemed a maze until they reached a set of stairs. 
			

			
				An open balcony raised above, lined with more rooms and halls. “You three will follow me,” the dwarf said, pointing a crooked finger to Aetrius, Toryn and Sariel. “I will show you to your rooms. There, you will be expected to bathe yourselves before dinner.”
			

			
				“We haven’t any clean clothes —” Toryn started.
			

			
				“Clothes have already been laid out for you, young master, if you would let me finish.” She looked at them, pausing on Sariel. “I am afraid that the evening gown we set out for you is far too small, dear. I find you something that fits. Will you wear men’s clothes?” 
			

			
				Sariel nodded once, but the dwarf had already turned back to the others and continued her instruction. “Leave your dirty clothes, shoes, armor, and weapons outside of your doors, and someone will be by to take them off for cleaning.”
			

			
				“What’s for dinner?” Toryn nearly shouted the question, his body vibrating in anticipation. He had been holding it in since she first said the word, and it was the only sentence he seemed to pull from her instruction.
			

			
				“Silence, Fawn,” Sariel corrected swiftly. “It’s impolite to ask.” 
			

			
				Behind her, Aetrius shook his head softly, his lips curling as he fought to hold in a laugh. Orn smiled. Not at Sariel, but at Aetrius. It was the first time he had seen the man happy in weeks.
			

			
				“What’s your name?” Toryn asked, exponentially less excitedly, his smile gone. He had clearly landed on the question not because he cared, but because he was not allowed to ask about dinner.
			

			
				“My name is Hessa, and you may call me this if you wish, young master.” She sighed. “Now follow.” 
			

			
				Aetrius looked back towards Orn just before he left, his expression clearly puzzled. But Orn did not know what was happening either. It all seemed so fast and sudden. Go on, Orn tried to say with an enthusiastic nod. As soon as they disappeared at the top of the staircase, Orn felt his hands begin to tremble. 
			

			
				He clasped them together and tried to rub away his fear as he waited at the base of the staircase. Footsteps shuffled upstairs. The thick carpeting muffled their movement and made these backrooms remarkably hot for this stage of fall.
			

			
				Hessa returned alone after a few minutes had passed. “Now you. Follow,” she ordered. She barreled past, expecting him to keep up as she trailed down another hallway. 
			

			
				This one sat behind a thick white door. As soon as they had passed through, she increased her speed. “Your master is most displeased,” she rattled. “I tell you only so that you may prepare yourself before you enter. It would be unwise for you to reveal Lord Haemír’s hand at this time. Very unwise.”
			

			
				Orn’s throat constricted under his robe, as if the neckline had shrunk and become far too tight. He tugged at it absentmindedly. 
			

			
				Of all the things he had expected, Sylvara’s presence was not one of them. His anxiety got the better of him. “Why is she here?” he asked, stumbling over the words. “How is she here? She was supposed to be in Oakguarde.” Orn’s heart threw itself against his ribcage.
			

			
				“The Shrike came of her own accord,” Hessa divulged, “after learning of the crown’s movement from the Swallow. We are unsure how she covered the distance so quickly, but we have our suspicions. Weaving is most certainly involved. Lord Haemír will attempt to use her visit to your advantage. He will fight for her to release you of your bond, and allow your service to transfer to him, while she is otherwise distracted by more pressing matters.”
			

			
				Orn felt a touch of relief. 
			

			
				Hessa continued. “She knows the company you keep, and she has followed your journey with great interest. What she does not know, is Lord Haemír’s plan. You must keep it that way.”
			

			
				“But–”
			

			
				“I will say no more, for I have already betrayed my station.”
			

			
				Orn wanted to ask more. His mind was racing. How did Sylvara find out? How much does she know? He knew that Hessa would be silent, however. What she had told him was risky enough, and if the wrong person found out, they’d surely remove her tongue for it.
			

			
				“Thank you,” he whispered. 
			

			
				She nodded.
			

			
				They continued down the series of hallways until they rounded their final corner. At the far end of the hallway was a tall door, even by human standards. On either side of it stood two men. Each was covered from head to toe in ornate white armor, their faces not visible. It traced their forms fluidly, without excess. Their heads were helmeted in the same steel, with visors molded to resemble the wings of a bird. Contrasting the white steel of their chest plates was a large black shrike. She had brought her own guards. As Orn and Hessa entered the hallway, they knocked against the door in unison.
			

			
				“Enter,” the muffled voice of a man called from the inside of the room. One of the guards reached forward and turned the handle, pushing the door inward and away from himself, revealing little of the room behind him other than a bookcase. 
			

			
				Hessa stopped in the middle of the hallway, and Orn carried on alone. “I will await your return,” she croaked, moving to stand flush alongside the wall. 
			

			
				Orn’s breath caught as he walked forward, and he found himself having to force it from behind his teeth. Why is it so hot in here? He tugged at his neckline as he passed the guards. At any moment, he thought they would snap—cut his head from his body. 
			

			
				But they did not. The door swung shut loudly behind him, and the sound disappeared with haste, as if even it did not wish to linger.
			

			
				The room Orn entered was remarkably plain compared to the rest of the home. Bookshelves decorated the walls, a sword hung here, a shield there, and a fire burned in a small fireplace behind him. The only furniture inside was a large mahogany desk and three matching chairs. They were the same red as the Inked Hare, and for a brief second Orn had to fight tears from forming in his eyes. On the far side of the desk sat Lord Haemír.
			

			
				The man looked far younger than Orn could have imagined, especially given he was nearing fifty-four. He was stout and well built, his jaw squared, and his muscles were visible even underneath the ceremonial red armor that he wore. A cream-colored cloak hung from his neck. Curly blonde hair sat neatly trimmed upon his head with only a few coils grayed with age, though a single long braid hung down to his right shoulder. Haemír’s beard grew close to his skin and darker than his hair, with the area above his lips the longest of all. His blue eyes were as keen and striking as those of a man half his age. They followed Orn as he entered.
			

			
				On Orn’s side of the table sat the Shrike. He did what he could to hide his fear as her pointed face twisted into rage. She wore no armor. Held no weapon. Garbed only in a long robe of deep purple, she somehow seemed the more dangerous of the two within the room.
			

			
				Orn kneeled and bowed his head deeply as soon as he looked upon her. “Master–” he started to say.
			

			
				“On your feet,” Sylvara’s voice cut through him like a knife. She was tall and slender, and she towered over Orn as he fumbled to stand.
			

			
				Disgust danced within her amber eyes. “When I agreed to allow a sniveling old bookkeeper into my service, you were made to be valuable. You were made to pledge yourself to me! Never could I have predicted the idiocy of your behavior!” 
			

			
				Orn was silent, unaware of what, if anything, he should say.
			

			
				“Give him some grace, Sylvara,” Haemír said gently. “He has come very far to get here, and he has risked much.” 
			

			
				She whipped towards the Lord, but he held her gaze. She broke first.
			

			
				Her eyes narrowed further as she returned them to Orn. “The Crown of Eidor falls into your wrinkled hands, and do you send for your master, as any good servant? No. Do you use our network of couriers? No. But you had plenty of time to alert Haemír, didn’t you.” She laughed incredulously, her voice rising to hang somewhere between disbelief and anger. “Instead, I learn not from my own servant but from the Court that you carry it here, to Direfell! That you have brought the most valuable object on Ehmen through the Dead Mountains. And as if you did not risk enough in doing so, you carried it alongside Varrow’s bastard sons, and the Wolf of Ammeríl!”
			

			
				Orn’s heart sunk to his groin. His stomach lurched and his hand began again to tremble. Somehow, he stayed quiet. He wanted to look towards the Lord for guidance. But that would only convey their guilt.
			

			
				Sylvara towered over him as she continued to yell. “Have you nothing at all to say for yourself?!” She raised a hand to strike him.
			

			
				Orn reached within himself instinctually. His mind dipped and dove—pulled strength from the edges of his being, grasped at what little energy he had left.
			

			
				As if a candle snuffed by a flame, the fire within extinguished. His mind grew dark. Darker than it ever had before. His magic was a wisp of smoke, sifting through his fingers. 
			

			
				Sylvara stood even taller, seeming to stretch like a shadow to the ceiling. “Why…you…little–”
			

			
				“Enough!” Lord Haemír shouted. He stood and slammed his fists against the thick wooden desk. 
			

			
				Sylvara turned to him, eyes seething with rage and Orn used the distraction to slink backwards against the bookshelf. He thought he might be sick. The room waved around him like heat rising from black stone in the mid-summer.
			

			
				“The dwarf puts all of us at risk, and you would have us welcome him with open arms?” Sylvara crossed the room to lean over the table and face Haemír.
			

			
				Orn could see him fighting to maintain his composure.
			

			
				“At any moment one of the bastards could have been called to the crown—at any moment the wolf could have turned on them and killed them—all of them and took it for herself!”
			

			
				“Stonehorn is lost!” Haemír shouted over her “Gone! Wiped from the map! Obliterated! Somehow, Orn managed to escape with the crown that Varrow had thrust upon him without warning, and instead of thanking the poor dwarf, you would flay him alive and have me hang him from the rafters so you can salt his wounds? Have you gone mad?! Who are we to judge the methods of his arrival, so long as he presents us with it?
			

			
				“The city would never have been lost had you done your fucking job in the first place, Sylvara. Instead, it was your spies who betrayed you. Your spies who filled the ranks of the guards with West Bank scouts. Your spies who opened the gates for their force,” spittle flew from his lips as he chastised her. “All so they could earn a share of hidden wealth?” The Lord Laughed.
			

			
				“Elves older and more cunning than I have attempted to tame the will of men, only to be met with equal parts stupidity and narcissism. You think to hold me accountable for traitors who wish to see their own rise?” Sylvara threw the question at Haemír. “Would you have me spend every waking moment of my life corralling each and every idiot within my service?” She glared over her shoulder at Orn. “I will live a long time, but not nearly long enough.”
			

			
				Orn wanted nothing more than to disappear into the carpet beneath his feet, to let its warmth swallow him as he sunk into it forever. Be brave, he told himself instead. Be brave, like the boys. From his breast pocket he removed the book that held the crown. He crossed the room, placing it on the desk between the two arguing parties in an attempt to cease the shouting match that had been brewing long before he arrived. 
			

			
				Orn bowed and scooted backwards away from the desk, leaving the large black book alone in the center. Dumbfounded silence followed. It seemed a blanket had been laid over the room. Everything felt heavy. 
			

			
				Haemír shifted his gaze to Orn, tilting his head as if to ask, is this what I think it is? 
			

			
				Orn could only bring himself to nod.
			

			
				Reaching forward, the Lord gently propped the book open. The walls pushed in. The air grew stale. For the first time since Orn entered the room, it was cold. The elf reached an outstretched hand towards it almost absentmindedly. Haemír flipped it shut. 
			

			
				The binding grazed the tips of her thin fingers. 
			

			
				The Lord slid the book from the top of his desk and into one of the drawers below. “It would not be wise of us to spend too long staring into its depths, for it has been known to stare back,” he said, raising an eyebrow at Sylvara. “I thank you, Orn. You have done well. Far more than anyone could have asked of you.” Haemír waited, as if expecting Sylvara to join him in thanking Orn, but she did not.
			

			
				“Of course, my lord,” Orn said, cutting the silence with another bow.
			

			
				“Sylvara,” Haemír continued, turning his attention to her. “Without a city, I fear that Orn will no longer be of any use to you. I would like to take him off your hands if you would be willing to release him of his oath. My own estate could use the extra help.” 
			

			
				Orn knew it was his plan all along, and even he was caught off guard by the almost passing request. 
			

			
				Sylvara’s lips curled into a wicked smile. “How much is he worth to you?”
			

			
				Haemír reached into a drawer on the left side of his desk and removed a coin purse begrudgingly. It was thick. Heavy metal pieces clattered around inside. He tossed the entire pouch to her, and she snatched it from the air.
			

			
				“Consider the idiot yours. May you squeeze even a drop of use from him, if there is any to be found.” She scoffed, looking at Orn with even more contempt than she had before. “I release you.”
			

			
				With that, Sylvara pursed her lips and stood, storming from the room, and slamming the door behind her.
			

			
				Orn dropped to his knees before Haemír.
			

			
				“Get up, Orn. Please.”
			

			
				Orn scrambled to his feet.
			

			
				The lord continued. “It is truly an honor to finally meet you after such a long correspondence. I hope you can forgive Sylvara’s attitude towards your arrival and know that it is not my own. You and your friends are welcome to stay with me as long as you need.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Master Haemír.” Orn said. “Thank y–”
			

			
				“Just Haemír,” the Dove said as he waved a hand. “Consider your oath fulfilled, Orn. You have done enough, and I do not intend to replace one master with another.” He leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on his desk.
			

			
				Orn did not know what to say. Thank you did not seem enough. He should pledge his service, but perhaps the Lord was right. Why replace one master with another? He could be done. He could be free.
			

			
				But Sylvara…
			

			
				“She knows too much,” Orn started. She knew about the boys. She knew about Sariel. She even knew about the crown. How?
			

			
				“On that much, I agree.”
			

			
				“Does she know about your orders to Aetrius?” Orn asked. “On the Ridge?”
			

			
				“That I was the one that had him sent back?” Haemír asked. Orn nodded. “No, she does not. Neither does he. I saw to it that it was given to him by a superior, and so she thinks it merely coincidence. I wish for it to remain that way. Confidence can be the ruin of many, and I would see to it that she is her own demise.”
			

			
				Orn suddenly became very aware that he was behind. That there were hundreds of moving pieces, of which he was but one. That he had stumbled into something far larger than he could grasp, and of which he had very limited control over. 
			

			
				Orn thought of Aetrius and Toryn. “Are the boys safe here?” he asked. Are they safe anywhere, if Sylvara knows the truth? Is what he really wished to ask.
			

			
				Haemír laughed. “Sylvara is too smart to attack them in my home. Even so, my guard has been doubled. No one will touch them, Orn, I promise.”
			

			
				The lord’s demeanor set Orn at ease. Maybe he was truly overthinking it all. “What now?” he mumbled. “What of the boys?”
			

			
				“That is the question, isn’t it, Orn. For now, I would like you to join your companions. Bathe, change, rest, eat. The day is still young, and you have traveled very far. I will send wine to be brought to your room. Save your concerns for me, and if you cannot, save them for later. We can speak about the crown as a group over dinner. I will not decide on anyone’s behalf without them present.” Haemír smiled, and his deep blue eyes twinkled.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Orn said for what felt like the hundredth time. He bowed so low that his nose nearly scraped the floor.
			

			
				Lord Haemír stood and clapped his hands together. It was only then that Orn noticed the painting behind the man. Haemír had been blocking it with his wide frame, and when he stepped aside Orn gasped. Prince Varrow and his seven Crown Knights.
			

			
				The dwarf easily picked out a younger Haemír from the knights, but that is not what caught his eye. She was standing beside Sir Kairn. Her armor dirtied. Her face clean. Orn would recognize her anywhere. Sir Fara Durmont. 
			

			
				Aetrius and Toryn’s mother.
			

			
				Eyva, she had called herself to keep them safe. He smiled. If only she could’ve seen them now. His joy faded quickly. 
			

			
				Would she hate him for what he’d done? 
			

			
				Haemír followed his gaze. “Fara,” he mumbled, looking at the portrait of the lanky woman. “The best fighter, and the biggest fool. After Kairn, of course.”
			

			
				“I remember when you first brought her to Stonehorn,” Orn said softly. “It seems like a lifetime ago.”
			

			
				“It was a lifetime ago,” Haemír said with a frown. The man very suddenly looked his age. “Two lifetimes. Do the boys know?”
			

			
				“No.” Orn wrung his sweaty hands together behind his back. “She went by another name. Took another profession. Hid herself well. But they are growing too old to keep it a secret forever. Aetrius already looks just like him.” Orn pointed at the young version of the late king.
			

			
				The lord sighed heavily. “She did well by them. But I think we should keep it a secret until this crown is gone and sorted. They deserve a break from its madness, don’t you think?”
			

			
				“Aye. They have been through more than anyone ever should. And at such young ages. I fear for Toryn especially,” Orn admitted. “The escape from Stonehorn has not been easy for him.”
			

			
				“I could send some healers to speak with him,” Haemír suggested, “if that would be alright with you?”
			

			
				Just then, something scratched at the door. Orn jumped instinctively, reminded off the awful scraping of the prannick’s claws. Then came whining.
			

			
				“BO!” the Lord bellowed. “Don’t you scratch my damned door!” It stopped immediately, but the whining continued. With a guilty sigh, Haemír turned the handle. A matted carpet walked in. 
			

			
				No… A dog? 
			

			
				It stood as tall as the dwarf. Gray and wiry. It nearly ran to Orn, its tail wagging so quickly it appeared that it would lift off the ground.
			

			
				“Sorry.” Haemír chuckled. “Bo hates the witch. Won’t come around whenever she’s nearby. He must’ve seen her leave. Anyways, about the healers…”
			

			
				“Please,” Orn swallowed his pride, “and for Aetrius as well. We had a nasty run in with a prannick on the way here, and I could only do so much for his wounds.” The dog licked up the side of his face, making his glasses sit crooked.
			

			
				“Bo!” Haemír snapped his fingers, and the wolfhound came to his side. “A prannick?” His eyes lit up and his mouth cracked into a wide smile. “The last time I fought one it nearly cost me my life. Please, you’ll have to tell me all about it at dinner,” he looked down at Orn once more. “Now, off to your room, I insist!” 
			

			
				Orn mumbled his fiftieth thank you, took one last look at Fara’s portrait, and left. Bo moved to follow, but Haemír snapped his fingers, and the large dog sat.
			

			
				The doorway was no longer framed by Sylvara’s guards. Orn followed Hessa back in silence, both of them too smart to speak about the matter at hand. When they returned to the staircase he was led up to the balcony and, beyond, to a hallway lined with doors. He could see bundles of dirty clothing already waiting outside the rooms to be retrieved. 
			

			
				Orn smiled, glad to no longer be alone in the home. The walls seemed to push out here and he felt that he again could breath. Orn gingerly entered the room that Hessa showed him to. He smiled.
			

			
				Beside the soft-looking bed was a new pair of fur lined slippers.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 22:
			

			
				Crane on the Water
			

			
				 
			

			
				Queen Elena and Sir Kairn reached Kingsrest a month and three days after they had first set out from Oakguarde. Fields of flowers were replaced by empty dirt plots awaiting a spring that was still far away. Elena rode on a large wagon horse. A survivor from Breva’s. They had released the other. The pair was bruised and battered, and Elena’s sword arm and leg had not yet healed, but they were alive.
			

			
				That was enough for now.
			

			
				A handful of guards stood alongside the road when the pair approached. They seemed to care about Kairn and Elena even less than they could have prepared for. One man slumped against his spear with his eyes shut. Behind them, the gate to the city sat open. People came and went at their leisure. 
			

			
				The Queen wrapped her cloak around herself in an attempt to hide her injuries, lest it draw more attention. Kairn did the same. And so, they became two more traders on the road.
			

			
				“Where do they all come from?” Elena asked in a whisper, watching the churning mass of people moving through the gate with great interest. A pair of donkeys brayed when their small cart hit a rock and bounced. “The plains have been empty for miles.” She frowned. 
			

			
				They had felt far emptier since the girls died.
			

			
				“Most of the villages are to the east,” Kairn replied, pulling his horse closer to Elena’s. “They stretch all the way to the Watch.” He pointed at a large cart being pulled by four draft horses. It hauled at least ten trees worth of timber. “They come from the forest to trade. Kingsrest has grain and fish, and other goods from Edgewater that they cannot get. They have wood, and fine sap for sealant. Summer or winter, it does not matter, the ship makers will always have need of them.”
			

			
				As they neared the gate, three guards stood in a small circle facing one another. They were hard looking men, with graying beards and sun-weathered faces. None of them granted Elena and Kairn so much as a glance. They were locked in a heated debate.
			

			
				“Marcella has no need to come here, we don't offer any opposition,” the oldest of the lot whispered loudly. He scratched at his groin, and Elena nearly gagged.
			

			
				“We offer coin. It’s always about coin, innit?” the other, a small and pale-skinned man answered. “Lord Ramah might not lie down and spread his arse for ‘er, but if the half-elf witch wants to fuck him she just might. Too much gold to be made on these waters there is.” He looked at Elena and spat a wad of brown liquid onto the dirt of the road.
			

			
				He cocked his head and waved the pair along, returning to his conversation without sparing a second glance. 
			

			
				Elena hardly saw them—hardly even heard them. Her eyes were fixated ahead, where the worn path passed beneath a large stone archway. It was impressive enough in its own right. But much more impressive were the two large statues that framed the entrance. Two mirrored creatures reached across, the tips of their long claws touching in a grand gesture. 
			

			
				Aranor. Not any aranor, either. Elena closed her open mouth and swallowed. Gyldor. The Bringer of Rain.
			

			
				In life, Gyldor was the largest aranor that ever lived. He stretched five hundred feet from snout to tail, his fur was dark amber, his eyes fierce green, and his paws the size of large horses. The statue hid his leathery wings. Tucked them up behind his back. But when they opened, his shadow could swallow a city.
			

			
				Pride swelled in Elena’s chest as she passed beneath the aged stone. Pride she had not felt in months. Her blood had struck Gyldor down. Her blood had unified the people. Here. On the banks of the lake, Eidor had slain the great aranor, killed Empress Thaëstra, and freed the people of Thume. 
			

			
				She smiled to herself for the first time since the girls had passed. She wondered if how they would’ve reacted to this sight.
			

			
				He must’ve felt so small, Elena thought. How insurmountable his foe. Yet he, a mortal man, with no magic in his blood, raised his sword for his people and destroyed his enemy.
			

			
				She would wear his crown. She would carry his legacy. This was to be her test, and she would slay her aranor the same.
			

			
				Elena and Kairn led the horses under the statues. Kairn took an immediate turn towards the docks, where the Crane was set to meet them. Elena followed. From here, she could finally see the water, and a new fear began to rise within her. Elena had never been on a ship.
			

			
				And she had never learned to swim.
			

			
				Kingsrest was built on the shore of Lake Craig. The ‘old city’ was characterized by petrified wood, long reaching docks, and raised huts built to stand above rising water. Most of the early structures had been to support their livelihood. Fishing. It showed in the simplistic design. When Eidor’s rebellion had finished, and the city became a part of Thume, it nearly tripled in size. The access to new trading routes allowed it to become a contender in the grand markets. The resulting “new city” left a jagged line between the two halves.
			

			
				The later additions were built of richer materials that had never tasted the spray of the lake. Like a silver buckle on a worn leather strap, the pieces both opposed and complemented each other. The inhabitants of the new city wore finer garments, ate richer foods, and did their best to ignore the ragged fishermen. Though they had profited off of their catch, exporting it to other cities, they had hardly shared the resulting coin. Their hands were smooth, and their pockets were lined with gold and silver.
			

			
				Kairn snaked them through the busy city streets, toward the old city, and the Queen did her best to follow, and to keep her coin purse where she could feel it. They stopped just once, to sell their horses at a small stable in the inner city. A boat was no place for them. Kairn once again proved his charm, getting much more than each horse's worth out of the stable hand he swindled. It left them with ample gold to buy supplies for their voyage.
			

			
				It was yet early when the queen and her knight reached the docks, and Elena finally looked out upon the Great Lake. The dull sun reflected from each wave, cast about like scattered jewels. 
			

			
				It could not be real. Elena could not believe it. It was endless. It had to be. 
			

			
				No matter how long she stared, Elena could not begin to fathom its size. Even the Wandering Plains were made small in comparison. How it could exist and not be the sea was beyond her comprehension. To imagine it having an opposite bank felt wrong.
			

			
				The boats that bobbed against the gently ripples in the dockyard took Elena’s breath away. Their sails were stained extravagant colors, their sides painted with names and murals, their wood hewn from the finest of lumber. Monserrat had once told her that fishermen lived not in their houses, but on the water itself. Here, she saw that to be true. If the old city was rundown, it was only because its occupants were elsewhere. Their time and effort funneled into their livelihood. Into their vessels.
			

			
				Elena turned excitedly to point one of them out to her father. Maiden True it had painted on its side, just like the song he had always sung to her when she was a child. But only Kairn looked back at her, and she remembered that he was not there to tell.
			

			
				I sailed across an ocean blue, I sailed to find a maiden true, I sailed so quick it seems I flew, but all I found was youuuuuuuu, she heard Varrow sing in her head. Kairn smiled, and she forced a small smile in return. Come back, dad, Elena pleaded as she nudged her horse onward towards the docks. Kairn followed. She did not want to spend the rest of my life turning to look for someone who was no longer here.
			

			
				Kairn spoke to the fishermen as they passed. Each one pointed them further along. Like a maze the docks ran in crosshatch patterns, boats consistently blocked the views of the other walkways. Kairn carried with him a name, that was all. Fulwynn. Some fishermen knew, and others did not. Only when he was ready to give up did they finally reach her.
			

			
				The Crane sat at the far end of a small side dock, her long legs dangling over the water, and a fishing line cast far into the horizon. A thin reed hung from her lips. She chewed at it absentmindedly. Long auburn hair piled atop her shoulders, tied back from her forehead with a sun-bleached strip of leather. Her back was to them. 
			

			
				Kairn whistled two notes. 
			

			
				From her lips came an answer. The Crane stood slowly, reeling her line in as they approached, and placing her pole in an iron bucket before she turned to face them.
			

			
				Elena hid her surprise. The woman was not a woman at all, but an elf. The tip of her hooked nose, and the edges of her large, pointed ears were burned red by the bright sun. And that was not the most surprising feature on her. The entirety of the Crane’s face and neck were covered by intricately marked blue patterns. They stained pieces of her flesh so dark it neared indigo. Eyes of the same deep blue hung half-open on her face, as if she had not slept in weeks. 
			

			
				She smiled wide at the pair, and Elena’s heart fluttered. Something about the elf’s pale white teeth beside the dark markings of her skin drew a line of fire from Elena’s breastbone to her navel.
			

			
				“I’d bow, ya know, but I think that’d ruin yer secret,” Fulwynn rattled in a warm accent. “I was just starting to think ya wouldn’t show at all.”
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Elena had found what Kairn and Fulwynn had asked for easily enough in the dockside market: jars of preserved fruits and vegetables, dried meats and breads, lengths of rope, and enough fishing supplies to stay well fed on the vast blue waters of the lake, should their own supplies spoil or run out. Taking a page from Kairn’s book, she had charmed her way into minimal prices on all but the fishing supplies, the sun-spotted old man selling the gear immune to her breathtaking wit. Her success left her with a pinch of leftover gold, which she gladly took for her own.
			

			
				Now, she relished the opportunity to be alone. It was the first chance she had had since leaving Oakguarde, and it didn’t last nearly long enough. Elena was tired of having someone breathing down her neck at every turn, no matter how much she loved Kairn.
			

			
				First, she took her score to a small dockside bar, buying herself a flagon of sweet wine, made with plums from East Watch. It reminded her of the wine she used to steal from the kitchen when she was thirteen, just to impress the pretty seamstress girl. Elena drank it slowly. She savored the cool sweetness sitting in the warmth of the sun.
			

			
				The breeze of the lake carried sounds from the ships and the sailors to her, and the more the wine sat in her head, the more she daydreamed a life for herself there. A life where she was a fisherman. A woman who lived for the water, and who’s biggest worry was the weather and the sea. One who cared not for the politics of the world around her. How fortunate it would be, to be able to ignore the happenings of the world as if she weren’t a part of it.
			

			
				Elena scoffed in annoyance, the familiar buzz of the alcohol making each of her emotions rise quicker than it would. She was happy in that simple life she dreamed. 
			

			
				But it is not your own, she reminded herself.
			

			
				Elena finished and took what remained of the coin to a small bauble stall she had passed earlier. Behind the workspace was a round old dwarf. His hair, or what remained of it, was bone white from the sun. He was wholly focused on his thick fingers, which worked to carve a small block of wood. Elena had passed the stand twice, each time her eye catching something different. This time, with coin, and enough wine to redden her cheeks and fix her mouth in a near permanent smile, Elena perused through the display of tiny sculptures.
			

			
				Most of them were animals. And most of the animals were fish, crabs, or other water-dwelling creatures. There were many she had never seen or heard tell of before, and one in particular caught her eye. It looked like an aranor, to a degree, but remarkably different. It had no fur. Instead, it was scaled. Four long legs stretched beneath it, same as the others, but each foot was so webbed they nearly resembled flippers. Its body stretched much further than the others—a shimmering eel—covered from head to tail in fins that flowered outward from a central spine. Like a ship, it was lined with rippling sails.
			

			
				Who are you? Elena picked the piece from the table. Only then did the dwarf stop his whittling to look at her.
			

			
				Aranor were always depicted to be angry. Bared fangs, furrowed brows, mouths of jagged teeth. This one appeared remarkably kind. Long whiskers extended like a catfish. A soft smile traced this one’s lips. 
			

			
				“This one,” Elena asked the old dwarf, holding it up so he could see. “What is it? It’s not some kind of aranor, is it?”
			

			
				“Some kinda a’nor?!” the stout dwarf gasped, setting down the carving pushing a pair of thin glasses upwards on his nose until they left small indents at the corners. “Ye may as well call ‘er a fish!” He huffed, looking Elena up and down and raising an eyebrow at her dirtied appearance. “Yer not from round here, are you?”
			

			
				“I’m afraid I’m not.” Elena smiled warmly. Perhaps too warmly, but she was drunk, and she could care less about his sharp attitude. “I’m just passing through, and I could not help but to be taken by your work.” She hoped flattery would settle the man and get her more of an answer. 
			

			
				She was right. 
			

			
				“Well, thank ye.” He blushed and began wiping wood shavings from his lap and hands with a small rag. “Ye must be careful though. Osu’s not a a’nor. She’s the lake. The heart o’ the sea. If ye offend her, she’ll make yer winds poor, yer nets empty, and yer sailing rough. Won’t be havin’ any kids neither. Bad for fertility, it is, insultin’ her. Yer playin’ with fate.”
			

			
				“I meant no offense, of course.” Elena smiled again, raising her hands defensively. The dwarf seemed a charismatic individual, but perhaps it was just the drink. “I felt taken to her beauty, though I am unsure if that is her doing, or yours.”
			

			
				“Oh, miss, ye flatter me,” the dwarf wheezed through a throaty giggle, “but it’s just Osu. Honest. I seen ‘er myself. They don’t believe me, but I don’t right care. That’s what she looks like. I carved it just the same.”
			

			
				Elena leaned over the counter and placed her remaining gold in the old dwarf’s hand. It was much more than the worth of the small carving, but Elena did not care.
			

			
				“I believe you,” Elena whispered as she bowed her head, “and I will bring her with me.” She winked. “For smooth sailing.”
			

			
				The queen returned to the ship with her trinket, and the supplies requested of her. 
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				The salted air sat low in the late afternoon. Thick and heavy. It weighed Elena’s clothing down as she sat on the edge of the dock and watched Fulwynn and Kairn ready the vessel. It was a small boat. A single masted sloop. Fulwynn’s. In an odd way it resembled her: pale, and angular. Elena’s mind was elsewhere, but her eyes drifted back to the elf constantly. The Crane worked swiftly to prepare the vessel for travel, loosening knots and tying others, partitioning supplies, and moving back and forth along the deck of the vessel with precision. In the early morning, she had seemed devoid of sleep and life, but the longer she worked on her ship the brighter she became. Her sweat heavy clothes hugged the outline of her lithe body. Her eyes sparkled in the sun. She was beautiful and rugged.
			

			
				Elena fumbled with the small carving in her pocket and fought not to stare. She had offered to help, of course, but Kairn insisted that she rest and nurse her body for the time being. Elena was far past the point of arguing with him. 
			

			
				So, she sat with her legs swinging off the dock, the sun bearing down on her cheeks, and her eyes half closed as the last of the drink faded from her. She wished it would have lingered just a bit longer. When the boat was readied, Elena stepped onto its rocking deck, and found herself a place to sit. 
			

			
				“Have ya ever been sailing, love?” Fulwynn asked Elena suddenly, as she kicked the sloop from the dock, and they began to drift into the water. The elf crossed the deck back and forth with light feet, indifferent to the boats rocking. She could not mask her prowess. Elena had spent her life training alongside fighters. She knew the way they moved.
			

			
				Fulwynn was more than a simple fisherman.
			

			
				“Never,” Elena answered. “I rarely left Oakguarde, save for a few trips with my father. Never made it to Kingsrest, and I never made it to Iltere, either. I’ve seen my fair share of rivers, but nothing large enough for sailing.”
			

			
				Fulwynn smiled in a prideful sort of way. The kind that stretched from cheek to cheek. She bowed, opening her arms. “I’m honored to have ya aboard for yer maiden voyage then,” Fulwynn announced. “My ship may be small, but she is fast. I’ll have ya in Edgewater before ya forget how it feels to stand on solid ground. Lake Khélevan is as close as ya can be to being on the ocean, without actually being there ‘course. Though, I’m sure you’ll learn someday. Khélevan has all the beauty and grace of the sea. All of its faults too.” 
			

			
				Already the dock was drifting away. Fulwynn stood and began to open the sails, working quickly with her calloused hands. Elena felt the wine light the fire within her stomach again. She pushed it down. 
			

			
				The sails unfurled golden and made the pale ship all the brighter. All conversation of the dockside peoples slowly faded into the lapping of the waves. Images of the dangerous and frightening sculptures that the old man had carved danced in Elena’s head. She suddenly became aware of just how dark the water around her was. Anxiety raked its fingers across her spine. Fear gnawed at her stomach.
			

			
				“Lake Khélevan?” Elena asked. She attempted to shift her mind, forcing an inquisitive smile to take hold. Breathe, she reminded herself. Sailing was in her blood. It was time to make her mother proud.
			

			
				“The Durvar gave it that name long before my people arrived—long before yers. Names hold power, especially those of the First Tongue.” Fulwynn spoke with simple understanding as she worked. 
			

			
				There was no hidden malice to her words, but even still, a small twinge of guilt rose within Elena.
			

			
				“I care not either way, but I find Khélevan captures its beauty much more than Lake Craig,” Fulwynn said, mimicking Elena’s western accent, and laughing softly at the title. 
			

			
				Elena laughed too. “I never knew that,” she admitted. “It is not something that was taught to me during my history lessons.”
			

			
				“You will find there is only so much that you can learn from books, my queen.” Kairn walked forward from the aft of the ship to join their conversation. “Some people build the world, and others remember it.” The sails caught in the wind as he spoke and began to unfurl completely, bringing the boat up to a significantly faster speed. “So often they choose to remember it wrong.”
			

			
				“You’re a builder then?” Elena asked her swordmaster.
			

			
				“Something of that sort.”
			

			
				The further they drifted from the shore the less aggressive the waves seemed to Elena. She was glad, as it allowed her stomach to settle ever so slightly. 
			

			
				“Well, speaking of learning,” Elena continued looking at the two of them,, “I’d love to know who you are, Fulwynn, and why you are helping us. My father trusted you enough to grant you your position, but I am afraid as of late my own trust has begun to run thin.” She smiled at the elf.
			

			
				“Elena–” Kairn started, but Fulwynn interjected. She seemed unbothered by the questioning.
			

			
				“It’s a simple story. I’m from an island that sits just north of Lae’nir. We called it Baél, though it’s likely too small for yer maps. My family sailed there from Esma many hundreds of years ago,” Fulwynn said, frowning. “Ya may not know this, my queen, but Marcella did not begin her conquest with Thume. She started with the islands along her own coast. Our people were forced to join her army or abandon the homes we had lived in nearly all our lives.
			

			
				“So, we fled again to the sea. We sailed around North Lamel. Eventually, we took one of the many rivers inland until we found Khélevan. We settled here in Kingsrest a decade ago, my mother, my brother, and me. Thought we would be alright. That was before Marcella brought her fight to Thume.” She looked at Elena and hardened. “My family is afraid. They’re fine waiting until West Bank comes to burn down our houses again.” She shrugged. “But I’m sick of waiting.
			

			
				“The rulers of this city think that the fishermen stupid. But we see much, and we hear more. A lot happens on these docks at night. I know how the coin moves through this city. I know who controls it. I know who is loyal to ya, even now, and who never was. I watched weapons leave our ports for West Bank in the same boats that carried supplies for the Red Ridge. Everyone is playing a side, love, but most just follow the gold. When yer father was looking for people to join the Court of Whispers, he seeded his own secrets. Wanted to see who would follow the trails. I was much too bored to leave it be.” Fulwynn smiled and Elena saw the Crane.
			

			
				“I’ve lost one home already,” the elf continued. “Don’t plan on losing another.”
			

			
				“Then you must get me to Edgewater in one piece,” Elena said. “I am sorry about your home. I understand what that’s like.”
			

			
				“My real home is the sea, and my mother. So long as I have both, I’ll be just fine. For now, Khélevan is close enough.” 
			

			
				“What is your mother’s name?” Elena asked, folding her legs inward until she was sitting crossed on the deck of the ship. The dock had shrunk to be no more than a blip on the rear horizon now, and the lake was growing more expansive by the minute. 
			

			
				“Laev,” Fulwynn said with a grin. “What’re ya fumbling with in yer pocket?” she added, looking at Elena’s left hand.
			

			
				Elena had not noticed, but she was absentmindedly stroking the wooden sculpture beneath her robes as they spoke. She removed it and held it outward in her palm. Kairn and Fulwynn leaned in to look, and a few loose strands of Fulwynn’s hair not held back by her leather binding fell loose, dangling over the empty space. 
			

			
				Elena had the sudden and overwhelming urge to reach out and brush the hair back behind the elf’s ear. She stamped the urge down and buried it.
			

			
				“Osu?” Fulwynn asked, puzzled. “Where’d ya get this? Rika, the old dwarf at the market?” 
			

			
				Elena shrugged her shoulders. “I imagine so. Truthfully, I did not think to ask his name.”
			

			
				“What do you know of it?” Kairn asked Fulwynn, standing from his position and leaning as far backwards as he could to stretch his back. He was very obviously disinterested. 
			

			
				“Hmmm,” Fulwynn mumbled. She furrowed her brow, thinking. “Keep it. It’ll bring us luck.” 
			

			
				“You fishermen are too superstitious.” Kairn rolled his eyes. “It’s a piece of wood.”
			

			
				“The elves of Esma say that whenever we create something, no matter how big or small, there’s magic within it. That’s a carving of Osu, nonetheless, the Goddess of the Sea and the spirit of this lake,” she said with deep intensity. “It’s good luck.”
			

			
				Kairn wasn’t the type to buy into stories or tales. He only believed what he could see with his own two eyes. Elena watched as he bit his tongue.
			

			
				“What can you tell me about her?” the queen asked. 
			

			
				The old man, Rika had told her little other than what she needed to know. Aranor had always fascinated her. They were gone from Thume. Only a handful were still alive, pattering around the deserts of Lamel, and none had been spotted in many years.
			

			
				Fulwynn sat down beside Elena. The elf wrapped her hand around hers, circling it and the sculpture. Rough callouses brushed against Elena’s knuckles. Her heart jumped. The elf moved in closely, and the smell of sun-bleached leather filled Elena’s nostrils.
			

			
				“Rika is the only one who’s claimed to see Osu, and he was alone and drunk on the docks. So, whatever it is he told ya, I’m sure it was nothing more than a gimmick to sell more of his figures. Still…” 
			

			
				Fulwynn pulled away, crossing her arms, and looking to the horizon and back again, her blue eyes boring into Elena. This close, the queen could see that the elf’s markings were not drawn nor painted on. The skin itself had been dyed. The flowing patterns depicted waves of the sea. 
			

			
				In contrast, they made Fulwynn’s eyes shine brighter.
			

			
				The elf continued. “The elves believe Osu was the first aranor. That she’s as old as the sea, and older than the land itself. It is a story they tell us when we’re young.”
			

			
				“Tell it to me?” Elena asked.
			

			
				“Long ago, Aeolin belonged entirely to the sea. There were three great eels that lived among its waves. Sisters. Osu, Gala, and Lyari were their names. They’d spent all their days together since the beginning of time. One morning, the ground rose up from the ocean, and trapped Osu within a small pool. The was the start of Lake Khélevan. Every day, Osu tried as hard as she could to find a way out, to return to the sea, to her sisters, but she could not. The rivers and streams were too small to grant her passage. 
			

			
				“So, she threw herself against the land for one hundred years, until finally she grew legs to walk to them. But when she stepped out of the water for the first time, she realized she could not breathe. Again, for one hundred years she stood on the shore every day. Each day longer and longer, until eventually her gills closed up, and she found she could take in the air. She left the lake behind, to search for her sisters, but much had changed in two hundred years. The world was not the same, and Osu did not know where to go. She walked until her feet were sore. She knew she could never search the entire world this way. As she lamented, a creature she had never seen before passed her, and granted her an idea. A white raven.
			

			
				“In order to search for her sisters, Osu became the first aranor, a creature born from the purest love—love for kin. She grew wings, and around Aeolin she flew. She searched for them for nearly one hundred years more, but she was never able to find them. The elves say that it is because when Osu was lost, Gala and Lyari were too heartbroken to be without her, and so they decided to stop living.
			

			
				“Instead, they became the east and west seas, hoping that one day she would return to their waves. Osu gave up her search, and returned to Khélevan, crying as she flew. From her tears, the other aranor were born. Unlike her, they were not of the sea. When she reached Khélevan, she swam to the bottom of the lake and drowned, no longer able to breathe the water, and no longer wanting to live without her kin. In death, she became the Goddess of the Sea. Only then could she speak at last with her sisters.”
			

			
				Fulwynn finished the story abruptly. Elena half expected it to continue, but it did not. Even Kairn was silent. The three of them sat in the boat as it bobbed against the waves beneath them. A rising wind brushed gently against Elena’s face. Behind them, the dock and city were now completely gone, and for miles to either side, the blue lake stretched on. Only a few other boats broke the horizon.
			

			
				Suddenly, Elena felt very alone on this rickety boat. Was this how Osu had felt? Trapped? Far from home, doing everything she could to get back? Her own gripes seemed so small now too. What was a woman to the sea? What was a queen to a Goddess?
			

			
				“It is a beautiful story,” Elena murmured. “Yet, I cannot help but feel incredibly sad for Osu and her sisters.” She was still rubbing the small figure, which she had returned to her pocket. It was oddly comforting to her. She felt as if she was showing Osu she was not alone. That if no one else, the Goddess had a small girl in a small boat in a big, big lake. She shuddered.
			

			
				“The saddest stories are always the most beautiful.” Fulwynn smiled. “In the end, she got to speak with her sisters again, and they are still together now. Surely, they couldn’t ask for more. Come, my queen, Sir Kairn, let me teach ya how to sail so that if I am lost to the waves, ya can continue on without me.” 
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				Fulwynn spent the rest of the day teaching them all she could about the ship. They had nothing but time under the bright sun. When night finally came, Elena was exhausted, and her hands were rubbed raw from the ropes. They ate a quiet and simple dinner.
			

			
				The water was inky black and still, and the sky was free of clouds. All the stars of the night sky shone down. As far as her eyes could see, they reflected back to her on the open water. It seemed as if they was floating on its surface. Only the thin boat cut through it.
			

			
				Fulwynn used this time to teach them how to navigate, or as much as she could until both her and Kairn could stay awake no longer. With the horizon empty and the ocean still, they decided no one needed to keep watch, and the group slept under the stars.
			

			
				Only Elena did not sleep. For some reason, she could not. She lay with her eyes closed, tossing and turning, until finally she gave up. The vessel made it too hard to be comfortable. Elena convinced herself she was content to sit on the edge of the sloop and admire the beauty of the night.
			

			
				The dark water was a still mirror of the night sky. Every now and then, a fish or some other strange creature broke the illusion with a splash. Elena was glad that nothing seemed to come near the vessel. She breathed deeply and removed the small sculpture from her pocket. The pale wood caught the light of the moon and seemed to shine. 
			

			
				Elena ran her fingers across the smooth surface, letting the sensation soothe her as she looked out at the vast and endless lake. I am alone too. She tried to cast the thought outward from the small boat like a fishing line. Something plopped in the distance, and Elena smiled, convincing herself it had landed in the water. I cannot grow wings to search for my kin, for I’ve none left, and I cannot sink to the bottom of the lake and die, for my people still need me. But perhaps you can help —.
			

			
				The boat rocked. 
			

			
				Elena’s hands flung out to steady herself against the guardrail and the sculpture slipped from her fingers. She grabbed against empty air as it fell. The wood struck the water with a soft splash. Fuck, Elena cursed to herself quietly, desperate not to wake the others, especially Fulwynn, before the elf realized what she’d done. 
			

			
				She reached out, but no matter how far she leaned, she could not grab it. Her fingers brushed ever so slightly against its wood as it bobbed and that only pushed it further. 
			

			
				Frantically, Elena searched the deck with her eyes for something, anything, to get it out of the water. She settled on Fulwynn’s fishing pole. Grabbing it from its position on the floor at the aft end of the ship, Elena returned to the edge and poked and prodded at the figure. The Osu figure drifted further out into the inky black water and disappeared from view. 
			

			
				The sloop continued on.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 23:
			

			
				The Shrike Still Sings
			

			
				 
			

			
				Aetrius stood naked beside his bed. Fresh from the bath, beads of water hung in the carvings of his collarbones, the valleys of his abdomen, and the hair of his chest. He had lost weight on their ride through the mountains. It showed. A light breeze poured in through the open window and traced the nape of his neck. He smelled of pine needles. The wind brought it to his nose. Bright afternoon sunbeams kept him from shivering.
			

			
				You are here. You are alive. You are human, Aetrius repeated to himself, again and again. So why don’t I feel like it? 
			

			
				Since the prannick—since the carnage of his friends, Aetrius had been trapped in a strange fog. Thoughts and feelings came too late. Too slowly. They all felt muted and strange. As if none were his own.
			

			
				Smile, the thoughts commanded when he knew he was supposed to be happy. Shiver, they screamed when he was supposed to be cold. Sleep, they hummed when he was supposed to be tired. 
			

			
				Die, they commanded most often of all. For Aetrius was not meant to be alive. He knew that, too. Not when all the others had passed. Not when he alone remained as a shell of a person.
			

			
				Aetrius’ gaze shifted downward, and his overgrown dark hair framed his face. A decorative tabard had been laid across the thick bedding while he bathed. He traced it with his eyes. His fingers absentmindedly found the marred outlines of the scars along his jaw. Now that he was clean shaven, they somehow felt drawn anew—raw and exposed. He pulled his hand away, half expecting blood to dribble down his fingers. 
			

			
				You are here. You are alive. You are human.
			

			
				When Aetrius had first entered the room, Haemír’s healers had poked and prodded him. They had gossiped about their master as they worked. His many visitors. The extravagant meal that was planned for the evening. Anything and everything that struck their fancy. Aetrius had traded little information of his own, and their excitement had fizzled out quickly. Helping where they could with his injuries, they left as quickly as they came. The scars would remain forever.
			

			
				Beside the tabard was a quilted ivory tunic. Aetrius pulled it on. The tabard itself, however, he did not touch. It was dyed deeply evergreen, its center raised with the white stag of Thume, and the moon of the Shadestalkers. The eyes of the deer were pale blue. They bored into him as he inspected. Its nose shone bright pink, as if moistened by the cool air, and its antlers were traced in silver. It was a fine tabard.
			

			
				Aetrius loathed it. 
			

			
				He pulled on his pants, folded the tabard up in his arms and crossed the room, stopping beside the large wooden door. Lord Haemír had promised them rest, and he meant to take it. He had done his part. More than his commanders had asked of him. Much more. Aetrius reached out and pulled on the bronze door handle. It was cold to the touch.
			

			
				The hallways held onto a dull silence, parted only sporadically by the creaking of wood. It was if the whole house was sleeping and breathing deeply. The door whined painfully as Aetrius pried it open. Dust danced in the light that entered from large windows. Thick carpeting masked his movement. The home reminded him of an old library. It reminded him of the Hare. He breathed deeply, hoping to catch a hint of tea leaves, or a dash of cinnamon. It smelled of dog.
			

			
				Sariel, he shook his head and tried not to laugh.
			

			
				Multiple guards stood in silent vigil at the ends of each hallway, their silver armor delicate and clean. Aetrius took a step from his room, pulled the heavy door closed behind him, and turned to head down the hall. 
			

			
				Earlier, the healers had disappeared towards its farthest end. 
			

			
				Aetrius took a few steps in that direction before he slowed. He had passed the paintings that lined the walls on his way in. Fierce beasts, large battles, and portraits of men and women captured with thick brush strokes against thick parchment. He had been too tired then to care. Too dirty and worn.
			

			
				But as he walked he realized slowly that they were not just men and women, but kings and queens. Great past rulers of Thume. This hall showed the Valdarian lineage from start to end.
			

			
				Aetrius wondered why Lord Haemír would dedicate a wing of his home to a line that was not his own as he shuffled towards its beginning. It started with a painting nearly twice the height of himself. 
			

			
				The First King. Eidor. Aetrius gasped as his eyes shifted. Gyldor, the amber aranor, wicked in his wrath, poured fire down upon the man from an open maw. It broke upon the king's shield. Aetrius felt the strange urge to reach out and touch it. He brushed his fingers against the paint strokes and followed the flame back to the large cat. The crown he had carried for so long was carved from Gyldor’s bones. Aetrius returned his gaze to the king and studied Eidor’s face. He looked for pieces of himself. Tried to create a mirror in which to seek courage. 
			

			
				It was easy to find. Eidor looked young, hardly older than Aetrius was now. Dark hair, green eyes, they even had the same nose. He was a commoner. A usurper. His army grew in size with each conflict as he raged against the Thëastra rule from East Watch to Misthold. His wife had been killed by Thëastra laws, left hanged in the square, and Eidor had been sentenced to a life spent in Ilâ, the Prison of the Sea. 
			

			
				Aetrius thought of Ryn. Would he start a war for her? He wondered. Would he finish one? 
			

			
				Aetrius pulled his outstretched hand back to his side.
			

			
				As Aetrius studied Eidor, the man came alive before him. It had been easy to consider the First Son a myth, a name on a piece of parchment, a whisper in a story, or a figure in a painting. But Aetrius had carried his crown. The same crown that had sat upon Eidor’s head. He was real. Flesh and blood. Aetrius wondered if they shared the same faults. The same fear. He wondered if Eidor had ever been afraid—if he too had buried his friends. He most certainly had.
			

			
				Somehow, the First Son had carried on anyway. A comforting thought. 
			

			
				Aetrius pulled himself from the painting, continuing his walk through the hall of kings and queens in his tunic. The irony of his clothing was not lost on him. He stopped at all pieces that stood out to him, his gaze fixated on their faces. Mostly, they were the ones he remembered from the stories and books of his youth.
			

			
				Three generations past Eidor was his great granddaughter, Queen Enra, the Kind. Her rule was one of the few not marked by war or squabbles. Nearly fifty years as queen and Thume lay quiet. King Hern, the Ram of the Sea, he recognized too. A legend on the waves. He was said to have blood from Kingsrest, the lake tamers. Aetrius slowed before Queen Renna, the Silver Arrow. She was the first, and only, Aranora of Thume. In the painting she was sitting on Nerros, gliding over the towers of Oakguarde. 
			

			
				Nerros was a cunning mount. A hungry one too. Eidor had fought and killed an aranor, but Renna had broken her own like a wild stallion. To Aetrius, that was far more impressive. He wondered if it were true that aranor were smarter than humans. Or that Aranora shared thoughts, feelings, and intentions when it suited them. He wondered too, what it felt like to ride an aranor. To fly.
			

			
				Aetrius meandered his way to the end of the hall. He stopped where the paintings did, the smile he held on to his face leaving only as he stared at the portrait of his own slain king. 
			

			
				Varrow. The man who ruined his life. Aetrius frowned. You just had to die, didn’t you? You just had to fuck this all up? He shook his head.
			

			
				Long black hair, sea-green eyes, tan skin, his beard not yet touched by the gray Aetrius remembered. He was young here. He looked much like Eidor had.
			

			
				“Varrow,” a deep and rugged voice announced from behind Aetrius. “The Wandering Oak.”
			

			
				Aetrius turned his head without moving his body. The broad figure of a man had appeared behind him, emerging from the hallway that intersected his own. He could tell at once by the man’s decorative armor that he was the lord of this house. 
			

			
				Sir Haemír. The Dove. 
			

			
				Aetrius took in all that he could of the man immediately. The lord was well built. Shorter than Aetrius by a head, but nearly twice his width. Aetrius had not heard his approach. That alone made him wary. He heard everyone’s approach. The Shadestalkers had taught him that much. 
			

			
				The lord’s blonde hair had been cut short. Only a long, thin mourning braid remained. It snaked down to his shoulders. The rest hardly brushed his ears. Haemír had lost someone very dear to himself and recently too. The lord walked until they stood shoulder to shoulder. His armor and clothing were clean, but his hands were calloused, his fingernails cracked. Some were missing, and others broken. 
			

			
				He still trained to fight. 
			

			
				Haemír looked past him to the painting. “Varrow was cut from the same cloth as the others,” the Lord motioned towards the paintings of the hall, “but he never thought so. Valdarian blood is so strong. Rooted in the Durvar and the first men, or so they say. I wish that it coursed through my veins. Valdarian’s are not born with idle hands like most of us. King Varrow was no different.”
			

			
				“Idle hands are a God’s blessing.”
			

			
				“To some. A curse to others,” Haemír looked at Aetrius for the first time and smiled. “I’m guessing you’re the latter.”
			

			
				“I haven’t been afforded the luxury of finding out. That’s for lords and ladies. The rest of us must work for a living.” Aetrius smirked, and Lord Haemír laughed.
			

			
				“Smart mouthed fucker,” he wheezed. “Bring your sword to the training yard later. I’ll show you a Lord’s idle hands.”
			

			
				“It would be my pleasure,” Aetrius bowed dramatically, and Haemír clapped him on the shoulder. The Lord still had a soldier's humor.
			

			
				“I met him once, you know,” Aetrius said, standing up and turning back to the painting. “It was the last day of our training, on the foothills, just off the Ridge. They had told us from the beginning that the king personally selected each of his Shadestalkers, and that even those that completed all the tasks might not make it. To be truthful, I thought it was an exaggeration—a bluff told to us to inflate our sense of worth. But, on the final day he showed. He was riding his war horse, shimmering in his armor, Oaken Knights at his side. Even Sir Kairn. I was terrified.”
			

			
				“Terrified?”
			

			
				“I’m a peasant boy from Stonehorn.” Aetrius shrugged and Haemír snorted. “What am I supposed to say to a king? They had us form this stupid little line out in front of his tent and file in, one-by-one. They told us that we were supposed to go before him and make our case. Tell him why we should be allowed the honor.” 
			

			
				Aetrius scoffed. Honor. He had been so full of hope then. 
			

			
				He continued. “As if we hadn’t spent the last few months sucking shit from a waterskin to prove our worth. While I waited, I rehearsed what I was going to say in my head over and over. The words wore a path through my mind. I could’ve said them backwards by the time it was my turn. I strode in all proud-like, tried to look as big and tall as I could before I kneeled before him. He asked me why it was I wished to be a Shadestalker.”
			

			
				“What did you say?” Haemír asked excitedly. 
			

			
				Aetrius smiled. “Forgot everything. Just like that –.” He snapped his fingers. “Panicked. All I could think about was how the instructors had kept us up all night the day before. I said, ‘I am really damn tired, and I want to help you finish the war faster, so I can go home and sleep.’” Aetrius laughed—the strongest and most genuine laugh he had in months. Some of the fog lifted from his mind as his chest rose and fell. 
			

			
				Haemír joined in, his own laugh booming in the open space. “And what did old Varrow say to that?”
			

			
				“He just laughed,” Aetrius said, wiping at the corners of his eyes. “Damn near pissed himself, I think. Sir Kairn was so unimpressed. I think that just made him laugh even harder. He excused me, and I spent the rest of the day terrified that I had failed his stupid test. That it had all been for nothing. But the next morning he passed me, along with the others. Right before he left, he came to me and he said, ‘I’m tired too, boy. Go on, hurry up and finish this for me, so I can head back home.’” Aetrius chuckled more softly now.
			

			
				“He wasn’t a serious man,” Haemír said. “They always tried to make him out to be a stoic. But he just wanted things to be simple. Gods he was a good fighter though. I mean he hated it but–”
			

			
				“Fighting?”
			

			
				“Fighting, aye. Loathed it. Wasn’t ever where he wanted to be. Varrow would try to talk a hungry wolf out of its dinner before he picked up his sword, I swear. But when he did,” Haemír clicked his tongue and shook his head from side to side. “Marcella must be something,” he added with a touch of respect.
			

			
				“Do you miss him?” Aetrius asked. “You rode at his side once, did you not, a Crown Knight of the Prince?”
			

			
				Haemír’s expression shifted instantaneously, and Aetrius realized he had been too comfortable.
			

			
				He had pressed too far.
			

			
				“You know much, Aetrius Cerithan,” Haemír said.
			

			
				A familiar twinge of fear squeezed the base of Aetrius’ skull the way it always did. Like two meaty fingers pressing in to apply pressure just where his spine joined his skull. 
			

			
				But the Lord moved on quickly. “Your tabard is not to your liking?” Haemír asked, pointing to the fabric Aetrius still had bundled in his arms.
			

			
				“I would prefer to honor the house that I am in, my Lord, not the one from which I have come.” Aetrius bowed. “My time as a Shadestalker has passed.”
			

			
				“Ah. Has it now?” Haemír extended his arms and took the bundle from Aetrius. “I will see to it. And if there’s anything more you need from me, do not hesitate to ask. Otherwise, I will see you at dinner, Aetrius. Orn has promised me a story about a prannick. I hope you will bring your appetite.” He smiled, but it did not reach his eyes. They burned a hole in Aetrius. “I myself have tried to lay down the sword many times. I think you will find that it is not that easy.”
			

			
				With that, the lord excused himself, disappearing through the far doorway. The two guards that framed it followed him through.
			

			
				Aetrius allowed his shoulders to relax. He released a long breath and thought of all the ways he had allowed that conversation to go wrong. How stupid, to bring up the lord’s time as a Crown Knight. Aetrius groaned.
			

			
				He made to return to his room, but as he reached the door, he changed his mind. His legs carried him further. After the interaction with Lord Haemír he was no longer tired. 
			

			
				He was curious. 
			

			
				Aetrius left the grouping of rooms, deciding he would do his best to collect information about his host. He used the things the Dove deemed important enough to display. 
			

			
				The pressing silence of the home made Aetrius think at first that he were breaking some unspoken rule. That he was supposed to stay in his room. Guards sporadically framed the doorways, watching him silently. Servants bowed their heads and scurried out of his way as he passed. But no one challenged him. No one told him to return. He began to grow more comfortable. 
			

			
				For nearly two hours Aetrius navigated the twisting hallways of the large home. He admired the artwork littered throughout, studied artifacts behind glass cases, and inspected weapons mounted on walls. Haemír was a scholar. One who cared heavily for Thume’s history, despite living in Direfell. He was a hunter too. Might even rival Sariel, Aetrius thought, looking at the various beasts the lord had slain and put on display. 
			

			
				The man had masked his prowess with books, money, and education. But the heart of a soldier grows still only in death. 
			

			
				Haemír’s was still beating.
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				When Aetrius had walked the entire exterior of the house, he decided it was time to head inward. Leaving the lighted windows behind he followed the darker hallways, lit only by torch or candle. Sound did not travel far. No guards crossed his path here. No servants darted from side doors. 
			

			
				A chill began to claw at the base of his spine. Fear and uneasiness rose. The hair on his arms stood on end. Aetrius became very aware that he had been wrong to come this way.
			

			
				He was not alone.
			

			
				Aetrius spun in the hall like a deer before a drawn bow, its hunter just out of sight. Nothing. No shadowy figures lurked in the corners. 
			

			
				But the presence was palpable. He could feel it. 
			

			
				“Show yourself,” he mouthed.
			

			
				That was when the noises began. Hushed voices. Whispers in the dark. They seeped from the cracks of the building, from underneath the doors, from around the corners, and for some reason, more than anything else, Aetrius wished to follow them.
			

			
				It was instinctual. Primitive. Like a moth drawn to a flame.
			

			
				Aetrius tumbled after the sounds in a daze. The walls vibrated like mad around him. Rounding the far corner and peering down the hall, he stared into an open room at its farthest end. It was pulsating. The lights of hundreds of small candles illuminated the room's host with a brilliant orange outline.
			

			
				An elf?
			

			
				Her beauty was beyond measure. Yet even in his stupor, Aetrius knew there was something sinister within her. It betrayed her beauty. A deep and wretched ugliness clung to the space around her. It twisted the world in her presence. The air itself sat differently in this hall. Then she turned.
			

			
				The walls began to close in upon him. 
			

			
				Their eyes met, and Aetrius knew he had gone too far.
			

			
				Turn back, he begged himself. Turn back! Run! But he could not.
			

			
				Two guards stood beside her door—two hollow shells of white. They did not serve Lord Haemír. These were faceless, nameless creatures. More steel than man. And the steel was strong. They mirrored the entrance, faces wrapped in armored feathers, a black bird stamped proudly upon their chest. A stain. 
			

			
				Aetrius had seen it before, but he could not remember where. He traced them with his eyes. For a second, he froze as he looked at them.
			

			
				No, he thought. No, it cannot be. I have to be mistaken. It cannot be him…
			

			
				The elf shifted behind them and Aetrius tore his eyes away. Robes of pure white, the same black bird on the center of her breast. He knew it now. Pulled it from the recessed of his mind. He had memorized it. 
			

			
				It had been stamped on the edges of the parchment that had carried the order to kill Orn. 
			

			
				Aetrius should be angry, but he was not. There was a power here that she possessed, that trapped him in a haze. He had never felt it before. He could not strip his eyes from her, no matter how hard he tried.
			

			
				Her mouth began to move. 
			

			
				The drawn whispers that had followed him here began to align. Hundreds of discordant voices instantaneously stitched together. It was a language he did not understand, but one that he could feel. A pit in his stomach. A fist closing around his heart. 
			

			
				The First Tongue. Aetrius began to panic. The elf was Whisper Weaver.
			

			
				The world stilled.
			

			
				All light went out.
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				Aetrius stood beneath a red moon, on the banks of a rushing river. He did not know where he was. He did not know how he had arrived. He knew only he had to be. 
			

			
				The other side. 
			

			
				There, on the opposite bank, was a pale chair. The Oaken Throne. Aetrius needed it—he yearned for it. Its outline was twisted and convoluted. Deep within his chest it pulled at him, dragging him forward.
			

			
				He waded into the river. The current raged around him, tugging at his clothes. From his own feet it began to turn red. The color spread outward until no clear water remained. It filled his nostrils with the scent of iron. Blood. Deeper and deeper he went, trying desperately to cross. The blood rose to his waist first. It frothed as it rushed along and threatened to rob him of his balance so he moved his legs slowly, shortened his gait, and did what he could to prevent the river from winning. 
			

			
				The blood climbed higher and higher as he neared the opposite bank. The solid ground disappeared from beneath his feet. He thrashed. He pumped his arms and legs with intensity as the red water began filling his mouth, his ears, and his nose. He choked on the taste of it. Again and again, he fell beneath the surface. Still, he moved forward. That was all that mattered. 
			

			
				The other side.
			

			
				Aetrius pulled himself dripping and trembling onto the far bank. His muscles shook beneath his skin and raising his head he looked to see his prize. Vomit poured from his mouth. There was no throne. It was a mass of fleshy corpses, intertwined and forced into unnatural positions to form the shape of a chair. He recognized the faces. People he had killed. Men. Women. Children. Soldiers. Enemies. Friends. Their faces were frozen in horror.
			

			
				Hundreds of voices joined together.
			

			
				“Sit.” 
			

			
				The command was clear. It rang within his head, and without thinking he walked to the throne, and lowered himself into it. Wet blood from the river seeped from his clothing. The piled flesh became invigorated by his offering. Springing to life around him, they grabbed at his arms and legs and tugged against his clothing. Horrid moans filled the air.
			

			
				It was a wicked song of death, and he was its composer. 
			

			
				No matter how hard he fought against the tightening grip, he could not free himself. It was too late. 
			

			
				Deeper and deeper Aetrius sunk into the throne of the dead. A thick hand wrapped around his neck. Another grabbed at his mouth. No sound could escape him. The light began to dim. As it faded, a woman appeared, standing before him.
			

			
				His mother.
			

			
				But she was different. Younger. Wearing armor and sporting a sword. She raised her thin arm and pointed at Aetrius. 
			

			
				Disgust warped the woman’s gentle face. She opened her mouth to speak, and the words that poured from her came in the tongue of another.
			

			
				“Death has touched you, boy, and it has no king. It heels for no master. So long as you deny it the taste of your flesh, it will feast instead on the bones of your kin.”
			

			
				It was the last thing Aetrius saw before another hand ripped his shoulder backwards, and suddenly he was standing in the dark of Haemír’s home once more. 
			

			
				Aetrius’ hand was hot and wet. He looked down and nearly jumped. A large dog was licking the tips of his fingers. Aetrius pulled his arm back, and the creature looked at him almost expectantly. 
			

			
				In the dim light of the hallway, it was nearly black, its fur rough. But its eyes were soft and kind.
			

			
				It whined. 
			

			
				“Are you lost, young master?” A voice croaked.
			

			
				Aetrius jumped as Hessa appeared at the end of the hall behind him. Her face was red. It looked as if she had been running. Her form swam as his eyes re-focused.
			

			
				“Yes,” Aetrius mumbled. He looked down the hallway that led to the elf. It was a dead end. A solid wall of carved stone, illuminated dully by the wavering torches. There was no door. No room. No guards held beside its entrance.
			

			
				He wondered if it really could have all been in his head.
			

			
				The dog followed his gaze and began to growl, the fur along its neck raised. 
			

			
				Aetrius turned back to Hessa and wiped his face with the back of his sleeve. It was drenched in a cold sweat. 
			

			
				The dwarf looked puzzled. “Master Beauregard,” she snapped. “Enough!”
			

			
				The dog stopped his growling.
			

			
				“Come,” Hessa said. “The both of you. Come. Follow me.” She turned to leave, and Aetrius shot one last glance behind him before she led him away.
			

			
				Aetrius kept one hand on the wolf dog that followed him as he walked. Its large, wiry-haired body was warm, and it was panting heavily. “Good boy,” he murmured absentmindedly. 
			

			
				The dog whined.
			

			
				Orn is not safe here. I have to warn him.
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				“You should not wander alone, now of all times, young master,” Hessa croaked, leading Aetrius down the hall. 
			

			
				The dog's paws pattered on the soft carpet, and its nails clicked against the hard stone as they went from room to room and the flooring changed. Bo refused to stray more than a few paces from Aetrius, and his body pressed against Aetrius knees constantly, making it that much harder for him to keep pace with the quick dwarven woman.
			

			
				“Next time, bring the big one.” Hessa chortled.
			

			
				“Where is Orn?” Aetrius asked, ignoring her. He needed to tell him what he had seen. And he could not wait a second longer.
			

			
				“With Lord Haemír.”
			

			
				“I must speak with him,” Aetrius pleaded. “Now.” The small dwarf moved so quickly that Aetrius found himself lengthening his stride to keep up. 
			

			
				She said nothing.
			

			
				“Please, Hessa. It cannot wait,” he added desperately.
			

			
				“As you wish.” She adjusted her course, turning abruptly to take him down a different hallway. They all looked the same to him, and he wondered how she knew where they were going at all. 
			

			
				She continued at her breakneck speed until they stood facing a tall door. It was closed, but cheerful conversation hummed behind it.
			

			
				Hessa knocked loudly. 
			

			
				“Enter,” Lord Haemír’s muffled voice shouted from within.
			

			
				“Apologies for the interruption, my Lord,” Hessa announced, pushing the door open and bowing. She tried to block the entrance with her small body, but Bo shot inside with such force that she stumbled a few paces inward. 
			

			
				She collected herself angrily, stretching out her ruffled tunic with her wrinkled hands. “The boy wishes to speak with you, my Lord. He claims it is a pressing matter.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Hessa. That will be all,” Haemír said, and the dwarf stood, moving out of the way, and allowing Aetrius in. 
			

			
				It was a plain room of birchwood. A small bookshelf lined the wall and a humble fireplace crackled just beside it. Orn sagged in a mahogany chair, but at Aetrius’ entrance he pulled himself erect, an expression of profound confusion furrowing his brow. 
			

			
				Haemír sat behind a large, flat, writing desk. A portrait hung behind him, blocked by his wide body, and slightly out of view from Aetrius’ position by the door. The lord adjusted himself as if to block it further, but Aetrius did not have the time or the will to study the contents of the Lord’s study.
			

			
				He was here to tell them of the witch.
			

			
				“Aetrius.” Lord Haemír cleared his throat awkwardly. “I was not expecting to see you again until dinner. Aha! And you brought Bo. I wondered where he’d gone off to. He’s not been bothering you has he?” The lord ran his hand along the dog's back until it sat down beside him, immediately collapsing to the floor and rolling over to present his large pale belly.
			

			
				Aetrius wanted to shout, to jostle the pair of them from their comfortable chairs. But he had overstepped once today already. It would be unwise to do so again, however casual Haemír made himself out to be. He was still a lord.
			

			
				“I’m sorry, my lord,” Aetrius said, starting a bow.
			

			
				Lord Haemír halted him with a raised hand.
			

			
				Aetrius straightened himself awkwardly and continued. “Orn believes you are a friend to us, and I trust Orn, so I will trust you.”
			

			
				Orn wrinkled his brow even further as Haemír sat up in his chair.
			

			
				Aetrius continued, doing his best to convey his urgency in his tone. “I am certain you know this already, my lord, but when we escaped the siege of Stonehorn, we were pursued by West Bank soldiers and spies. The same that tried to murder Orn in his home. They came for us carrying a Death Whisper marked for him. At the time, I did not recognize the Bird who had set the order. Most of my own were delivered by the Owl.”
			

			
				“Spit it out, boy!” Haemír interrupted. All the warmth dropped from his face, and he pulled his hand from Bo.
			

			
				Aetrius stuttered, “I-I have seen it again. Here in your home, my lord. The one who ordered his assassination was his own master. The Shrike.”
			

			
				“Are you certain?” Haemír asked, shooting a glance to Orn as if to say, I was right. 
			

			
				And perhaps he was. He had always suspected the elf was the traitor. At least, that’s what Orn had told Aetrius as they rode here. 
			

			
				“I am,” Aetrius answered. “The same bird that was stamped upon the parchment sat upon her breast and upon the armor of her guards. Orn is not safe here. Not so long as she is in your halls.”
			

			
				Orn shifted uncomfortably in his chair.
			

			
				“Fortunately for us all, Sylvara left earlier this morning, just after our meeting.” Haemír motioned towards Orn, waving his hand to tell the dwarf to still himself, and remain seated. “Sylvara will already be hours from here. Unfortunately,” he continued, pulling open a drawer and wetting a quill with the tip of his tongue, “she is riding for Edgewater, and a seat on the Queen’s new Council.” He groaned. “I will send to them at once—to Sir Kairn, at once. He is my oldest friend, and he alone may still see reason.” The lord looked up and eyed Aetrius. “Are you alright boy? You look unwell.”
			

			
				“I’m fine,” Aetrius muttered. He wasn’t sure what to say. He wasn’t fine. He had seen her. Just now. The Shrike—Sylvara was still here. Lingering somehow. He was sure of it. 
			

			
				But they would just think he was crazy. He forced a small smile. “I’m just…tired is all. It was a long journey here.”
			

			
				“That it was.” Haemír returned his gaze to the parchment. “The Whisper,” he said without looking up, scrawling as quickly as he spoke now. “Do you still have it?”
			

			
				“No,” Aetrius shook his head. “It wasn’t for my eyes to see.”
			

			
				“Of course not. Up in flames, I imagine. What wishful thinking.” Haemír sighed and continued writing, just slower now. “I believe you, son, of course I do. But, without proof it’ll be hard to convince the Court of her betrayal.” He licked his quill tip. “Maybe even impossible. Elena has very few allies as it is, and of those few, fewer still are powerful. It will be our word against the Shrike’s, and she is a very powerful creature.
			

			
				“Varrow believed strongly that we needed Sylvara, though his reasons were his own. I am sure that Kairn does as well. They were often,” he crossed his first two fingers and held them up dramatically, “inseparable in thought. I, of course, am an outsider, so to speak. I doubt the court will be quick to turn on her. Thank you, Aetrius. Me and Orn will take it from here. I won’t trouble you with the war since you have retired from your position. You are dismissed.” The lord looked up and smiled.
			

			
				Aetrius wanted nothing more in that moment than to cross the room and knock the thin-lipped smirk from his pretentious face. He nearly protested, but he held his tongue. 
			

			
				His time was over. He had said it himself, and he would not give the lord the satisfaction of backtracking.
			

			
				Orn looked at him apologetically but said nothing.
			

			
				Aetrius left them to it, but he could not shake the uneasiness that grew within him. Sylvara had not come for Orn this time. She had not come for Haemír. She had come for him. He knew she was not done yet. The Weaver would return. Aetrius swore then that he would keep his weapons on him, so long as he stayed here.
			

			
				Direfell was not as safe as he had believed.
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				Aetrius stepped from the staircase to see that the door to his room stood slightly ajar, despite closing it behind himself when he had left. His heart began to pound in his chest. She was back. She was here for him.
			

			
				His fingers reached for his sword, but it was gone. Off to be cleaned. Fuck, he swore to himself. That’s what he got for letting someone else care for the blade. It would be the last time he made that mistake. 
			

			
				Aetrius slunk towards the opening in silence, preparing his body for a fight. He lowered his shoulders. He held his fists up. He took one step forward, and Bo sped past him and into the room.
			

			
				A small sniffle echoed into the hallway and Aetrius breathed a sigh of relief. Toryn. The boy stood in the middle of his room with his back turned to him. When the door creaked open he spun, wiping tears from his eyes.
			

			
				“What’s happened?” Aetrius asked, his fear replaced immediately with worry. He knelt down beside the boy. 
			

			
				Bo came to join him, whining and licking at Toryn’s dangling fingers. 
			

			
				Aetrius took Toryn’s hands in his own, sparing him from the slobber. “Are you alright?” He squeezed the boy’s hands gingerly.
			

			
				“I want to go home.” Toryn sobbed, choking on the whispered words but smiling at the dog through his tears. “I don’t want to be here anymore. I want to go back to Stonehorn. I miss our house and I miss my bed.” He sobbed violently again, and Aetrius pulled him into an embrace. “I miss mom.”
			

			
				The boy wore a tabard of his own. It hung loosely from his thin frame, just slightly too large for him. The maroon cave bear of Stonehorn stood erect on deep ebony fabric. 
			

			
				“Who’s dog is that?” Toryn sobbed again, so violently into Aetrius’ shoulder that he had to stifle a laugh at the absurdity.
			

			
				“This is Bo,” Aetrius hummed, rubbing the boy’s back. 
			

			
				The dog’s ears twitched at his name. 
			

			
				“He won’t stop following me,” Aetrius added with a small chuckle. He remembered then how young Toryn was. Fourteen was no time for a boy to have lived through what he had. “I want to go home too, Toryn. I wish more than anything that we could. I wish that all things could go back to the way they were before this—before any of this. I’m sorry.”
			

			
				His heart hurt just thinking of the woman. Toryn had not spoken of her in such a long time. He was very young when she died, and Aetrius often forgot that he even remembered her. He wished that he did. She deserved that much.
			

			
				He pulled his brother closer, until he could feel the boys heart beating against his own. Only then did he believe it was real.
			

			
				“It’s not fair,” Toryn sniffled. Aetrius released him, and Bo took his place. The boy wrapped his small arms around the dog, which was nearly the size of himself.
			

			
				In the excitement of their escape, and the necessity of their journey, Aetrius had forgotten how much the boy carried with him. 
			

			
				“The worst of it is over, I promise you that,” Aetrius said, patting Toryn on the shoulder. He tried his best to smile bravely towards his brother. To instill courage where it could not be found. “The best moments of our lives, and the worst ones, have one thing in common. One day they will all be memories—stories, we tell ourselves, our friends, our kin. Like the ones we used to read in Orn’s shop, remember?”
			

			
				Toryn nodded, wiping at the corners of his eyes.
			

			
				“Aetrius the Handsome and Toryn the Brave.” Aetrius thumped his chest. “The actors will come to tell the tale in every city across Thume. The story of our adventure across the land. Imagine it.”
			

			
				Toryn laughed through his tears.
			

			
				“It’s passed,” Aetrius reassured him, “and you’ve remained. We can rest now, and bathe, and eat as much as we want. I know it’s not home, not yet. But someday it might be. The plants will only grow where we sow the seeds. We can make a life here, with more fireplaces for you to clean. The horses will need feeding, and when the sun rises, we can sit and watch it from our porch, just like we used to.”
			

			
				“Together?” Toryn whispered with a sniffle.
			

			
				“Together.” Aetrius nodded, and he meant it. He felt it in his soul. A resolute calm that seeped into his extremities and pulled him down to the ground. 
			

			
				“Promise?” Toryn held out his hand. 
			

			
				“I promise.” Aetrius took it and Bo licked them both. He laughed and wiped his own palm against his pant leg. “I won’t leave you again.”
			

			
				“The last time you did, I didn’t know if you were ever coming back,” Toryn admitted, absentmindedly stroking the dog.
			

			
				“I would sooner die than leave you alone,” Aetrius reassured. 
			

			
				Just then someone knocked against the open door. Aetrius turned to see Hessa, who extended a new tabard to Aetrius. 
			

			
				This one was crimson red. In its center was a large cream dove, carrying in its mouth a pink rose. Aetrius thanked her and she left the two alone with a hasty bow. 
			

			
				Aetrius and Toryn spoke until they fell asleep on Aetrius’s bed with Bo curled up at their side.
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				Aetrius was awoken by a loud knock. The weight of Toryn was pressing into him. He was seated on the bed, his back against the hard, stone wall behind him, and his feet dangling off the bed’s opposite side. Toryn’s head was seated firmly in his lap. So was Bo’s. 
			

			
				He moved the two gently and stood, his feet tingling underneath him as he crossed the room and opened the door. 
			

			
				Hessa again.
			

			
				“It’s time for dinner,” she rasped, gazing up at him from under her wrinkles. “Wake the boy. I will get the giant. Orn is already waiting with the Lord.”
			

			
				Aetrius nodded his head, but the dwarf had already turned and left. At the door, his clothing, armor, and weapons had been returned in a neat pile. He scooped them up in his arms, cradling all that he had to his name in two hands. 
			

			
				Aetrius brought his belongings inside the small room. He decided that he would bring his daggers to dinner with him, tucked beneath his tabard, and leave his longsword behind. 
			

			
				Bo stirred first, stretching his body across the thin bed before leaping to the floor. That woke Toryn. 
			

			
				“Dinner,” Aetrius said. “Rise, if you wish to eat, young master. Or I will have them give your plate to Bo.” Aetrius began synching his belt around his waist, holding his tabard in place as Toryn got moving.
			

			
				“What is it?” Toryn yawned. His hair was plastered in multiple different directions, flattened by his pillow. “I’m starving. We haven’t had a full meal in ages.”
			

			
				Aetrius wet his hands from the carafe of water that had been left on his bedside table and began to attempt to stick some of the boy’s wild hair back down. He was fighting a losing battle.
			

			
				“What is that supposed to mean?” Aetrius asked. “One day in a Lord’s home, and my hunting is no longer good enough for you, your Highness?”
			

			
				Bo sniffed at the corners of the room, and Aetrius watched him suspiciously, praying he was not going to pee on anything. 
			

			
				“Based on this house, I don’t think your hunting will come close,” Toryn shrugged, looking around at the grand guest chamber. It was nicer than either of their rooms back home. “No offense, of course. But I could use something that’s fresh and isn’t meat, is all that I’m saying. Maybe a warm loaf of bread, or a roasted potato.”
			

			
				“I could also use a vegetable before I grow ill,” Aetrius joked. He finished fixing Toryn’s hair and the two stood, each looking more out of place than the other in their oddly formal garments.
			

			
				Toryn looked so much like Aetrius had when he was that age. Even if that felt worlds away. He remembered what the boy had said earlier, about missing their mother. He missed her too, and he wished she could see them now. 
			

			
				Aetrius led them from the bedroom at the same moment Sariel exited her own room. Like them, she was well dressed. Her normally messy hair had been combed, and her face was cleaner than it ever had been. She wore pure white, with a dark gold tabard fastened above. It was marked with a maroon sun.
			

			
				She looked severely uncomfortable in the outfit.
			

			
				Bo slunk from the bedroom behind Aetrius and began to growl at the woman. Sariel shot the dog a look that would have frozen Aetrius.
			

			
				“Shhhhh,” Toryn ordered, running his hands through Bo’s thick coat. “She’s our friend.”
			

			
				“Fucker,” Sariel growled back.
			

			
				Bo stopped, but the dog never fully straightened his body as they followed Hessa through hallway after hallway. None of them had traveled this way before. Not even Aetrius, in all his wanderings. She took them past a few empty gathering rooms, and a large ballroom. The floors here were still smothered in the same thick carpets. As they neared the end of the final hall, and the smell of food became overpowering, Bo rushed ahead and disappeared. 
			

			
				Roasted meat. Herbs. Spices. The scent of supper sat heavily in their throats as the doors at the farthest end opened to a long wooden table. It was covered in fine breads and cheeses. It took all of Aetrius’ strength not to fling himself across the room and begin stuffing his face.
			

			
				Lord Haemír sat at the head of the table. Directly to his right, sat Orn. The dwarf was wearing new robes of rich purple. His glasses were already slipping down his face. 
			

			
				“Welcome!” the lord announced. He stood and scanned their faces, settling on Aetrius’. He gestured towards the empty seats around himself. “Please, please, be seated friends. Come in close, let’s not have any gaps between us, it’s a large table. My name is Haemír, as I’m sure you’ve been told, and it is my honor to have you in my home. I apologize that I did not have a chance to greet you sooner, but I see you’ve already met Master Bo.” He motioned to the dog and laughed. “I figured you’d rather rest, but I think he had other ideas. Here,” Haemír said, pulling out the chair on his left. 
			

			
				“Thank you, my Lord.” Aetrius bowed and hit Toryn’s arm lightly so that the boy would do the same. “This is my brother, Toryn.”
			

			
				“Ah yes, I have heard so many tales of Sir Toryn of Stonehorn. I was wondering when I would get the honor of meeting the man himself,” Haemír roared cheerfully. 
			

			
				Aetrius was thankful for the lord’s bright demeanor. It seemed to set Toryn at ease as the brothers took their seats.
			

			
				“And you must be Sariel,” Haemír continued, turning his attention to the Lightbringer. 
			

			
				She grunted in acknowledgement but did not bow.
			

			
				“There was a Killick outside of Direfell many years ago, perhaps you remember it. I was not the Lord of the city then, of course, but I was told that you killed the beast all by yourself.” 
			

			
				Sariel nodded. 
			

			
				“Incredible. I never thought I would have the pleasure of your company within my own halls. Please, sit.”
			

			
				Sariel sat across from Toryn, beside Orn, on Haemír’s left. The dwarf’s face was low to the high table, hardly above the food. Bo had sat himself between the dwarf and the lord, perhaps thinking it the easiest place to score a meal.
			

			
				The five of them were clustered together at one end of the long table. It was far too large for only them, and the empty space made it seem rather sad, Aetrius thought, even with its expansive spread.
			

			
				“You all must be starving! Eat. Please. I, unfortunately, have already begun.” Haemír laughed heartily again, and Aetrius began to wonder if this was some strange performance.
			

			
				“Sorry,” the lord continued. “I just can't help myself around bread. I’ll have them bring in the main course!” Haemír turned to the side of the table and made eye contact with one of the dwarven twins from earlier. He nodded his head and the dwarf darted off through a small door in the back of the room. 
			

			
				He returned a few moments later with the rest of the kitchen staff, carrying in their arms the remainder of the meal.
			

			
				Aetrius had never had so much food at once. 
			

			
				Mashed potatoes, fresh bread, a beautiful salad, roasted squash, grilled duck, herb-crusted chicken, and large, thick cuts of salted pork. They ate merrily, drank freely, and chatted endlessly with Lord Haemír. They told him all about their travels through the mountains, and the prannick they had fought. 
			

			
				Haemír had battled a few of his own. With enough drink, the lord even rolled up his sleeves to show Aetrius the thick brown scar that roped the entirety of his forearm. That, he announced, was from only a hatchling.
			

			
				Throughout the night, Aetrius studied the host. Something brewed within him. Some strange uncertainty.
			

			
				When the evening grew late, and the conversation began to dim, the lord readied himself to speak. “It’s been a lovely evening,” he announced, cutting through the dull chatter. “Truly. But I think it’s time we discuss our real purpose here.” He stiffened in his chair. “We must discuss the future of the crown, and the future of Thume.” Haemír inspected each member of the group at the table. One by one.
			

			
				Toryn broke first. “What crown?” he asked innocently, his mouth full of potatoes. One of the boy’s small hands was under the table, and Aetrius swore that he saw Bo slink away with something very large held in his jaws. 
			

			
				A hard fist of guilt crashed into Aetrius. It drove into his gut. Sucked the air from his lungs. In all that had occurred, in all their traveling and parading through the mountains, they had never told Toryn. The right moment had never come. It had never seemed justified to worry the boy. 
			

			
				Aetrius had kept his brother in the dark.
			

			
				“The Crown of the First King,” Haemír clarified, clearly puzzled. He looked unsure of how to proceed. Confusion was a strange look on the man. One that did not seem to fit him. Toryn looked equally as distraught.
			

			
				“We didn’t tell Toryn.” Orn coughed, adjusting his collar. “It seemed an unnecessary burden to place on the boy during an already trying time.”
			

			
				“I don’t understand,” Toryn interjected. “What didn’t you tell me?” The boys voice carried the same hurt Aetrius felt growing inside himself.
			

			
				“Toryn,” Aetrius said calmly. He looked down at his brother sitting beside him. “When we fled from Stonehorn, we brought something with us.” The words were simple, but somehow came with great difficulty. He did his best to speak slowly, for he needed Toryn to understand each and every word.
			

			
				“What do–” Toryn started to ask, before Aetrius cut him off. 
			

			
				“Orn carried the White Crown of King Eidor. It’s a long and complicated story, and now is not the right time to tell it. But there will be a time.” Aetrius put his hand on his brother’s shoulder. “I know it doesn’t make sense to you. For the time being, I just need you to trust me. Can you trust me?” He looked at Toryn and smiled apologetically. He had done more than keep secrets from the boy. He had lied to him. Kept him in the dark. Betrayed him. And the crushing weight of that betrayal tugged down on Aetrius’ heart. His smile faltered.
			

			
				I’m sorry, he tried to say with his eyes. Forgive me?
			

			
				Toryn shook his head yes, in understanding and turned away. He said no more on the matter. 
			

			
				“Apologies,” Lord Haemír offered awkwardly. “Had I known that the boy was unaware, I would have saved the conversation for privacy.”
			

			
				“What is it you want to discuss?” Sariel asked, her voice booming from the opposite side of the table. She leaned back casually in her chair. The large woman seemed to be fighting the urge to place her feet up on the table. “I wasn’t aware there was still a conversation to be had. We brought it. You have it. Yes?”
			

			
				“We need to figure out what we’re to do with it,” Haemír said.
			

			
				“What do you mean what we’re to do with it?” Aetrius asked defensively. “It goes to Elena, as it always should have. That is why the four of us risked so much to bring it here. To bring it to you.” 
			

			
				Haemír raised a hand as if to put Aetrius at ease. But it did nothing of the sort. If anything, it only soured his mood further.
			

			
				The lord took a long sip of his wine. “My allegiance is to Queen Elena, same as you. That’s not what I mean. Unfortunately, it is not as simple as handing her the crown. What we do next is a decision that involves all of us. I thought it only right to include you, because of the risk that you took to get it here.”
			

			
				Sariel grunted in acknowledgement and put her boot up on the table. She began to pick at her teeth with a small, jagged bone. Likely from one of the chickens.
			

			
				The lord continued. “The crown is too heavy to send with any of our carrier birds. Not that I would be able to trust that method anyway. Birds are easily intercepted. Queen Elena is on the move to Edgewater as we speak, which is both good and bad. She has been able to skirt harm thus far, but our network of reliable spies exists primarily in Thume. Not outside of it. 
			

			
				“North Lamel is not our territory. I have Direfell, but the rest of this land is rugged and untamed. We cannot shuffle it from one servant to another here, as we may have there. As it stands, I don’t see a reliable path to get the crown to Elena.”
			

			
				Aetrius heard the words, but he was unable to fully process them. They had carried the crown all the way here under the guise of a plan, only to be met with its absence. 
			

			
				He lied, Aetrius thought as he watched the smug man sipping wine in his ornate chair.
			

			
				“Send a servant the whole way,” Sariel said bluntly, waving her hand. “Hell, you are a lord are you not? Send a knight.”
			

			
				Aetrius winced. The crown was too powerful and too important. He had felt it himself. The draw. The pull of the magic. And he had seen the one who wants it. 
			

			
				The Shrike. 
			

			
				“I had that thought,” Haemír said. “And in the absence of an alternative, I will do so, if you all wish me to. I simply wanted to discuss it with your party first. The crown is nearly as much your responsibility as it is mine at this point.” He picked absentmindedly at the dessert tart on his plate and looked at Aetrius and Toryn. “It is a miracle you were able to get here without falling victim to the crown. But I worry that others may not be as lucky. 
			

			
				“I have soldiers. I have servants. I have knights, of course. I am a lord, as you say. None, I am afraid, are adequate enough fighters to be trusted to travel nearly half the length of North Lamel with a Whisper Weaver pursuing them. Not without the fear of the crown being lost to the wrong hands.”
			

			
				“A Weaver?” Sariel managed to ask dramatically between mouthfuls of bread. “Why can’t the fucking Queen just come here and get it? Its hers isn’t it?”
			

			
				“Queen Elena cannot simply ‘come here.’ We’re too close to West Bank’s current line. And Edgewater is already being prepared for her to stage offensive maneuvers. Other lords, ladies, and chieftains are on the move to meet her there—others far more important than you and I. The crown will go to her. Not the other way around.” He sighed. “We serve our Queen, she does not serve us.”
			

			
				All eyes were on the Lord of the House, and he shrugged. His eyes flashed as he did. So quickly, that the others would have missed it. 
			

			
				Not Aetrius. In the flash, Haemír looked at him. 
			

			
				This isn’t a plan, it’s a fucking offer. Aetrius nearly laughed aloud, but he couldn’t even begin to stomach what was happening. It’s a fucking set-up. It always has been. The outcome of this conversation had been decided before he had ever entered this room—before he had ever entered this house, and he was dumb enough to have walked right into it.
			

			
				Frustration writhed in Aetrius’ stomach. He wanted to tell Lord Haemír to fuck himself. To figure his own war out. But he couldn’t. 
			

			
				If I do not take it, who will? Aetrius glared across the table at Sariel, whose face was as expressionless as ever. 
			

			
				Then she nodded. 
			

			
				It was a simple affirmation. Permissive. Or Aetrius imagined it to be. Take it, her voice growled in his head.
			

			
				“I will carry the crown,” Aetrius blurted. “I will carry it to the Queen at Edgewater.” He did not want to.
			

			
				In fact, he wanted almost nothing less.
			

			
				A faint smile traced Haemír’s lips.
			

			
				“What!?” Toryn asked, standing from his chair. The wood legs pushed back loudly, scraping against the floor.
			

			
				Sariel belched. “I will join him.”
			

			
				“Me too,” Toryn nearly whispered the words. Then he repeated himself loudly, as if finding courage between his sentences. “Me too.” He reached over and held tightly to the fabric of Aetrius’ sleeves.
			

			
				“No.” Aetrius shook his head. “Not this time, Toryn.”
			

			
				“But you promised!” the boy screeched. “You promised we would stay together from now on, that’s what you said! I’m coming too!” He yanked back his hands and balled his fists at his side. 
			

			
				He had promised, he remembered. And he had been breaking an awful lot of promises lately. Lying. Hiding. What kind of brother was he? Could he keep this one? Could he keep the boy safe from a Weaver? 
			

			
				Aetrius knew there was no changing Toryn’s mind, even if he wanted to. He would have to try his best to keep his brother safe.
			

			
				“Three then. And what of you, Orn?” Haemír asked slyly, looking towards the dwarf. “Will you be joining them?”
			

			
				Orn had been quiet the entire time. He had added little to the conversation, and he had been sinking deeper and deeper into his chair, as if he wanted to disappear into it. 
			

			
				Orn shook his head and looked at Aetrius fearfully, as if he were going to strike him. “I cannot. I’m getting much too old for such things,” Orn said guiltily. “I wish that I could, but I will only slow you down.”
			

			
				“It’s okay, Orn.” Aetrius smiled, and a heavy weight seemed to leave the dwarf’s shoulders. But he did not return to comfort. His face remained twisted and uncomfortable. Aetrius wanted to reach across the table and grip him by the shoulders. He refrained.
			

			
				“You should stay here,” Aetrius assured him instead. “Rest for a while, get things set up for our return.”
			

			
				“So, it is settled then. Under the House of the Dove, you three will carry the Crown of the First King to Queen Elena in Edgewater. Together, we will ensure the survival of Thume.” Haemír smiled and rapped his many-ringed fingers against the table. 
			

			
				Fear was a funny thing. Aetrius would go months without it sometimes. It would bury itself beneath pain, discomfort, or anxiety. But true, raw fear was hard to come by. It clawed its way up his legs now, gluing him to his seat. 
			

			
				If Sylvara had wanted his head before, she would certainly make another play at it now. 
			

			
				Bo barked and Aetrius leapt in his chair. No one seemed to notice.
			

			
				“No, no, Bo, just those three.” Haemír chuckled, looking around the table as if his guests would join in. But the conversation had lost its charm.
			

			
				The threat of a new burden weighed heavily upon the members of the table. What had once been a celebration of an end, became the dawn of new beginning. Aetrius was furious, but he did not allow it to show. 
			

			
				Not in front of Toryn.
			

			
				The boy had enough to worry about without being afraid of Sylvara. She would come for them tonight. Aetrius was sure of it. He reached within his robes and felt for the handle of his dagger. When it found his hand he squeezed.
			

			
				In. Out.
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Moonlight poured in from the window of the room, its thick, tendril-like beams catching on the raised edges of Aetrius’ armor. He sat glimmering on the edge of the bed. A star that had fallen from the night sky. His unsheathed sword lay across his lap, reflecting his face like a mirror. Aetrius kept his eyes closed as he listened. Footsteps approached in the hall. 
			

			
				A single pair. 
			

			
				He had been waiting for this moment since he first returned to his room. Since he had gazed upon the familiar figure beside the doorway, guarding the Whisper Weaver. His old friend.
			

			
				The door creaked open and Aetrius turned to face it. A man stood in the threshold, gilded in white steeled feathers. Nameless. Faceless. Sword drawn. 
			

			
				Death had come for Aetrius once more.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 25:
			

			
				The Storm
			

			
				 
			

			
				Pain shot through the base of Elena’s skull like a jolt of lightning. Extending down her spine, it needled all the way to the tips of her toes. Her fingers twitched. This time, against her will. Another shock blossomed through her still-broken arm. Vomit swelled to the base of her tongue, but she swallowed it. The acidity burned all the way back down to her stomach.
			

			
				For a second, Elena’s vision dimmed. She thought she would pass out. She wished she would. She wished she could just wake up when it was all over.
			

			
				No such luck.
			

			
				A calloused hand grabbed her shirt collar and ripped her torso upward from the deck. Kairn. He shouted something to her, she could see the whites of his teeth gnashing against the dark of the night, but above the howling of the wind and the pulsing of her head she could not hear him.
			

			
				“What?!” she yelled back, but even her voice was swept away.
			

			
				Rain pelted Elena’s exposed face. Each droplet was an arrow that sunk deep into her flesh. The sloop fought against the beatings of the lake and the sky.
			

			
				It was losing.
			

			
				Tonight was her fourth night on the ship, and the storm had started near a day ago. The sun had risen slowly in the early morning, hung in the horizon for a few hours, and like a pot of ink spilled on parchment the storm had slipped its way across the sky. Thick clouds had bubbled in from the west, and it was all her fault. She had angered the Gods. She had lost Osu to the lake. All of it was a consequence of her own stupidity. She had lost their blessing. The voyage was done not with the Goddess, but in spite of her, and the ramifications of Elena’s mistake rocked their ship. 
			

			
				The wind had come first. Howling gusts stronger than the beating of an aranor's wings had hit them. The ship's small sails wrestled against them, and they tossed the boat so savagely Elena thought it may lift from the water and begin to fly. Together she and Kairn had raced to see the canvas stowed. The rain followed. It battered the deck and its occupants until their defenses were long diminished. Without the stars to guide them Fulwynn led on her intuition alone. 
			

			
				The elf stood at the helm, a marble statue in the raging darkness every now and again illuminated by a spare flash of lightning. Her legs never seemed to bend. Her vision never seemed to fade. The wind and rain pushed against her small frame as it would a mountain. Still, she stood. Thin fingers glued to the wheel of the ship, hair tied neatly in a knot behind her head, and eyes fixed to the horizon. She never wavered.
			

			
				Elena was tethered to the main mast, and she had worked around it all day. Moving, tying, untying, lifting, dragging, pulling. Wherever Kairn or Fulwynn had told her to be, she was there. Her hands were blistered and full of wood splinters, her back tight and painful, and her feet soaked and tender. She was sure she had lost a few toenails on her left when a heavy oar had dropped on the tips of her toes.
			

			
				“Careful!” Kairn shouted as Elena’s eyes focused fully on him. She could hear him this time, as he wrapped his hand around the base of her head, feeling for a wound with his fingers. “No blood, you’re alright, sparrow! Watch your feet!”
			

			
				Another large wave rocked the boat, and Elena stumbled for a second but was able to catch herself. Behind Kairn, the black water raged and boiled, frothing at the low edges of the sloop.
			

			
				Elena stepped towards the wheel—towards Fulwynn.
			

			
				“Will it pass?!” She yelled, momentarily distracting the captain from the waters. 
			

			
				“All storms pass, love! Faster if ya barrel through! No point in dancing around the edges now,” Fulwynn shouted. “She’s putting on a show for ya, my Lady. She wants to see what yer made of.”
			

			
				“How much longer till the other side?”
			

			
				“No way of knowing! Bite down, darlin’, and we’ll find out!” The elf’s soaked hair was pulled fully back now, slick against her head. She had used her thin band of leather to tie it in a tight bun.
			

			
				There was nowhere to go on the lake. No outrunning the storm. Elena wanted nothing more than to sleep, but even if she had the opportunity to, she knew she couldn’t, not in these conditions. She could scream, she thought. About how much she hated it all. But what good would that do? 
			

			
				Their only chance was to charge through. To make it to the other side as quickly as possible. She took her orders. She waited. She prayed. This time to the Goddess of the Sea. Maybe that would make it pass.
			

			
				Elena wondered if the Goddess could truly hear her, or if she was just being stupid and desperate. She wondered if that mattered.
			

			
				If you can hear me, Osu, know that I am here. I need you, she continued, fighting off her embarrassment. Please carry us through this wretched storm, unscathed.
			

			
				Elena’s muscles were sore. They did not react as quickly as she had grown used to. An order sent to her arms would take seconds longer than it would have just that morning. She could do nothing but stew in her exhaustion, blaming herself, and refusing to believe that this storm could be a coincidence.
			

			
				It was all her fault. She had been stupid and lost her trinket to the water.
			

			
				Another gust of wind hit Elena like a solid wall, and she braced herself against it. It pushed her back a few feet anyway. Her boots slid against the wet deck of the ship with a loud squeak. Fulwynn managed to hold onto the wheel, keeping the ship on a straight course, head-on with the waves. If it should shift, and a wave should hit them from the side, the boat would surely capsize. 
			

			
				Elena came to a stop and keeled over, vomiting onto the deck. Her stomach had been churning for hours, but that had finally set her over the edge. The rain washed it clean so quickly, it was as if it hadn’t been there at all. Elena shot an embarrassed glance at Fulwynn. The captain shook her head, a smirk on her thin lips, and Elena felt a twinge of embarrassment she had not felt since she was a child.
			

			
				A whip of movement caught Elena’s eyes and she looked upwards to see that the backstay had started to come loose. Its tail end writhed in the air like a headless snake. The knot on the mast held on by just a hair. She yelled to Kairn, motioning with her head towards the still wrapped sail. At her words, his eyes shot towards it. It needed to be fixed. Fast. If the sail opened in the wind the boat would become impossible to control, or even worse, the mast would be broken by the force of the wind. Elena started forward, her steps timed with the rocking of the boat.
			

			
				Just then, with a crack like a whip, the entire sky was torn asunder. A bolt of lightning flashed across the inky expanse. The rain seemed to grow emboldened, the drops fatter. It washed across the deck in a sheet. A crate of supplies came free from the side of the boat, and with a tip of the balance it came rocketing towards the queen. Elena had barely enough time to dodge it as it slid across the wet deck. She jumped, landing heavily on her chest, fighting tears as her broken arm slammed into the soaked wood. The crate smashed against the gunwale. Wood shattered and food scattered. With the rocking of another wave, most of it tumbled into the dark abyss. 
			

			
				She collected herself and continued. Kairn had already reached the mast and was fighting to grab the rope from the air. 
			

			
				“I’ll get the tail, I can’t climb with my arm!” She yelled. “You can go up and secure the other end.” Like a bird she plucked the writhing rope from the air and began to wrap it tightly around its anchor, restoring what tension she could before Kairn secured its opposite end. 
			

			
				Another crack.
			

			
				Another flash.
			

			
				The sky roared in anger, its rageful yell rocking the small boat. Elena saw it before she heard it. The rope loosened, the last of its fibers stretching farther than they should be able to, and one by one they snapped in slow motion. It gave. Golden fabric came down in a great curtain. It roared as it caught in the gales—wicked and loud—the sail snapping fully open in less than a second. 
			

			
				The boat was lifted from the water, and Elena’s world froze. Then, the small sloop slammed back down with such intensity it shuddered. A rugged mix of disastrous energy, the boat hit wave after wave and spun in the wind. The main mast cracked like dried wheat. Wood split, curdling the blood in Elena’s heart. It was the sound of sinew and muscle tearing, the same pain of a lost limb. It challenged even the thunder of the storm around them.
			

			
				The sloop trembled—wooden planks crying out in agony. Elena’s boots shot from under her as she was ripped across the deck once more. The sail filled again, dragging the entirety of the main mast in a semicircular path across the deck, destroying everything in its path. Elena’s muscles burned within her as she tried to stand, grabbing at what she could for support. 
			

			
				“Cut it loose!” Fulwynn yelled from the wheel of the ship. “Cut it loose!” 
			

			
				It was fighting to join the angry water, trying desperately to leave the deck far behind. But it could not. Too many of its lines were still tied to the ship. Ears still ringing from the collapse, Elena stood. She struggled, gaining her footing. Kairn followed.
			

			
				“You cut your end,” he commanded, “I’ll handle mine.” From his waist he pulled a large knife, and Elena removed her own, cradling it in her right hand. Together as the lightning flashed and the lake raged, they worked down the mast, freeing the ropes. Powerful winds ripped at their clothes, and tried to keep them from their task, but they could not be stopped.
			

			
				At last Elena stood, her last rope cut, and Kairn not far behind. The mast tumbled into the dark water. Elena’s own waist-rope was still tied to the stump it left behind. She would need to find another place. She began to move quickly, there was not time to linger. Another gust rocked the boat. Wood shuddered.
			

			
				Elena gasped as the sloop spun beneath her feet. Just then, a wave caught it from the side. The tremor was so violent that it sent her flying backwards. 
			

			
				Her feet left the deck. 
			

			
				The queen could only stare in open-mouthed horror, as her anchor-rope slipped over the remaining stump of mast. It was free. She was untethered. 
			

			
				No! Elena’s arms shot out. Her fingers reached. She grasped desperately with mind and body for something, for anything, to keep her from careening into the water. A thin hand stretched to grab her. Fulwynn. 
			

			
				A brush of wet fingers—nothing more.
			

			
				The bulwark slipped beneath her legs and tossed Elena back into the icy water. Terror seized her heart as the realization set in. 
			

			
				Elena did not know how to swim.
			

			
				Down was up, up was down, and she thrashed as hard as she could hoping she was doing something. Her head broke the surface. She spun as she sucked in a breath. The sloop disappeared over a wave, and she was alone in the lake that frothed like spittle in the rain.
			

			
				“Help!” She cried, her voice sucked away as soon as it left her lips.
			

			
				They could not turn back, she realized, and a wail rose in her throat. She was going to die…
			

			
				Still, Elena struggled and fought until her arms ached in their sockets, her legs screamed, and her eyes filled with hot tears. Elena beat against the water in fear. In rage. And finally, in defeat. 
			

			
				I can’t, the thought felt like a blow to the side of the head. “I can’t!” she screamed. “Please! Help me! I – I –.” Water filled her mouth and nose. Elena coughed and sputtered, and it only allowed more to rush in. Her lungs were on fire. They burned in a way they never had before. They were melting within her. Turning into pools—dissolving in her rib cage. Then, as suddenly as the pain had come, it dissipated. 
			

			
				Queen Elena of Thume sank slowly into the cold, dark water of Lake Khélevan, and drowned.


			
				Chapter 26:
			

			
				Moonlit Dance
			

			
				 
			

			
				“You came alone?” Aetrius asked the man who had come to kill him—the guard of the Shrike. “Where is the other?” 
			

			
				Engulfed in white like the Dead God himself, the guard’s armor did not reflect the light of the moon like Aetrius’. Instead, it seemed to catch it. Absorb it. Until his steel emitted a dull glow in the dark chamber. He was larger than Aetrius. Wider. It took both hands to hold his wicked blade before himself. It was long and pale, a jagged purple scratch carved down the center. 
			

			
				“His loyalty to Sylvara was a plague. She would have us still the boy in his sleep—cut you down with dark magic.” A deep voice. A guttural voice. A familiar voice. It sunk into the stone walls. It darkened the room. “I killed him. He was without honor. But you and I, Aetrius…our honor remains.”
			

			
				“You turn so easily against your own, Therron. Remove your helmet, I would look you in the eye one last time before I bury you.” Aetrius held his sword stiffly at his side, the length of his blade running almost to the stone floor. His body did not waiver as he spoke, and his face strayed far from emotion. Aetrius’ fear had left him, and this time nothing had come to replace it—not anger or rage, not sadness or defeat, not loss or pain. Acceptance. 
			

			
				He had a job to do yet, and only one would leave this room tonight. 
			

			
				The guard removed his helmet slowly, and Aetrius looked upon his old friend. Therron was a handsome man, his face carved like the marble busts that lined the halls of this home. Strong jawed, flat nosed, and not a speck or imperfection to his dark skin. His black hair was cut close to his scalp, his beard shaved clean. There was light in his eyes. Excitement. 
			

			
				“You have always seen so much more than the others,” he said to Aetrius, lowering his helmet to his waist and holding it wedged beside himself as he spoke. “When did you know it was I?”
			

			
				“When I first looked upon you in the witch’s hall, but I had hoped it was another one of her tricks. You have only four fingers on your left hand, and you stand with all your weight on your right leg. I was there when you shattered your left. It never healed the same.” 
			

			
				“Impressive.” Therron smiled. “No, no tricks. Not this time. I have been sent to finish what I started.”
			

			
				“So, it was you?” Aetrius asked. “Who betrayed the others to their deaths? Only another Shadestalker could have tracked them there from the Ridge. Yours was the only body not beside theirs.”
			

			
				“Not the only, brother.” Therron smirked. “Do not allow yourself to forget that. Surely they did not.” Aetrius tried not to wince at the words. Therron studied Aetrius. His eyes traveled from head to toe, his mind worked its way through Aetrius’ defenses. 
			

			
				“Why?” Aetrius asked. 
			

			
				“My choice was simple, die with the others or live in service of another.” Aetrius grimaced and Therron snapped. “Do not look down upon me for a decision you did not have to face! We did what we had to, you and I. We are both puppets, Aetrius. The only difference is that I chose my master. Do you know who pulls your strings?” 
			

			
				Aetrius’ grip tighten on his hilt, the movement of his body no longer his own.
			

			
				Not yet.
			

			
				He relaxed his hand.
			

			
				“Have you heard what they call you?” Therron asked. “The soldiers of West Bank?” A strange emotion took hold in his face, and Aetrius realized that he looked to him not with hate, but with veneration. 
			

			
				“The Ghost of Stonehorn.” Therron laughed. “They say amidst the chaos and the rain, you killed one hundred men in a single night. That you moved from shadow to shadow as if a vengeful spirit. As if you were not human. Even now they lose sleep over it, waiting for the ‘Ghost’ to appear in the dark.”
			

			
				Therron’s eyes began to fill with a ravenous hunger, strong enough to consume Aetrius with only a look.
			

			
				“Forty-seven,” Aetrius corrected, and Therron’s interest turned.
			

			
				The assassin began to study the simple room. He was gauging the surroundings of their fighting field, Aetrius knew. He had done the same himself in the hours that he had spent waiting.
			

			
				“Shame,” Therron whispered. “The tales of strong men are wildfires. The flames spread quickly once they take hold—fed by the voices of others. So, the weak elevate the strong, and a mortal is carried to divinity on the shoulders of reverence. Yet now that you stand before me, I see that those words have exceeded you.” Therron sighed. “You are just a man.”
			

			
				“We were kin once, you and I.” Aetrius grieved, though he no longer recognized the man who stood before him. All of Therron’s worst traits had joined to create a new soul. “I would give you one last chance to leave here with your life—an opportunity you did not afford our friends. Our war is over, Therron. Go home,” he pleaded.
			

			
				“War ends for politicians. War ends for traders. War ends for farmers. War does not end for soldiers. So long as we draw breath it lives inside of us.” Therron slid his helmet back over his head and returned his hands to the hilt of his blade. “I will grant you and your brother an honorable death.”
			

			
				“You think yourself the hunter, and me the prey. I envy you, to die filled with conviction instead of fear. Every warrior should be so lucky.” Aetrius raised his own blade before himself, his hands finding the hilt with practiced precision. 
			

			
				The two men began to circle each other. Those that had once been brothers passed in and out of the light of the window, clad in the armor of their enemies. Aetrius was at a disadvantage, his own Shadestalker armor well known to Therron. Every weakness and fault in its design had been identified in years of wear. Therron knew where to press his momentum. Aetrius knew nothing about the seemingly impenetrable steel that covered his foe. He knew only that it was undoubtedly heavier, and that he would have to be swift. His was leather, the only metal his large chest plate. Therron appeared as an impenetrable mass. The chamber was small, and the distance between them shrinking with every step. 
			

			
				Therron’s sword rushed downward, and Aetrius slid away, allowing it to pass him. 
			

			
				“You would give the crown to our enemies?” Aetrius asked as he moved. Therron was wrong. Aetrius was not a man. He was not flesh and blood. He was a shadow. Therron fought to keep his foe in sight. “You would betray your own people?” 
			

			
				Therron stabbed his sword forward. It was a quick attack, the tip darting for the soft spot of Aetrius’ belly. It didn’t connect. Aetrius caught the blade with his own and sent Therron’s steel whipping backward. 
			

			
				“You would allow Thume to crumble?” Aetrius asked as Therron feinted to his left. He lifted his sword to block it. Twisting in midair, Therron's sword darted instead to the right, catching the corner of Aetrius’ chestplate with a violent ringing of steel. It left no mark. 
			

			
				“You speak of honor,” Aetrius said, “but your own has left you.”
			

			
				“Enough,” Therron warned from behind a clenched jaw. “Fight.” He rushed forward. With a fury he had not yet displayed, his sword came crashing down in jagged waves. Three from above, Aetrius raising his sword high to block. Three from the left. Aetrius blocked two, dodging the third. Three from the right, Aetrius parried, spun, and caught Therron’s steel against his own, locking the sword against his cross guard and pulling his enemy in close. 
			

			
				“What has become of you?” Aetrius asked as he stared into the dark and lifeless eyeholes of the white helmet. Therron slammed his head forward, his steel helm connecting with the bridge of Aetrius’ nose. It broke beneath the contact, his body thrown backwards.
			

			
				Therron’s steel screamed, slicing across the soft flesh of Aetrius’ thigh, cutting through the leather, into the skin and muscle.
			

			
				Hot blood poured outward from his nostrils as Aetrius stumbled backwards. The next attacks came down in a thunderstorm of hate and rage. Sword met sword in flashes of silver and white, the moonlight bouncing from the walls of the small chamber like it poured from the men themselves. Sparks joined the fray, a bright yellow jump between the bouts as Therron pressed and Aetrius retreated. 
			

			
				Feet pattered down the hallway. Heavy doors were tossed open. But no one came. A wolf howled, somewhere far outside his window—muffled by layers and layers of stone. 
			

			
				Toryn was asleep, Aetrius had made sure of it, slipping him a tincture he had lifted from the pockets of the distracted healers. Sariel was away. She had disappeared early and not returned. Orn had been moved elsewhere, closer to Haemír. They were likely awake, still talking business. There were no distractions or worries now.
			

			
				Aetrius stood alone against death once more. 
			

			
				The attacks continued, so rapidly and so strong that Aetrius was pushed back until he was pressed against the stone wall. Still, they came, until Therron was panting and sweat dripped from beneath his helmet. Still Aetrius did not attack. Therron swung his sword and Aetrius slunk beneath his arms, moving back to the center of the room. It crashed against the stone wall where Aetrius had stood with such force that the wall seemed to give, and the steel screamed curses into the night. 
			

			
				Therron whipped to face Aetrius, his whole-body trembling. He took his helmet from his head and threw it towards Aetrius’ face. Aetrius slid to his left and it shot past him, colliding heavily with the door. The sound echoed in the halls outside. 
			

			
				Aetrius’ leg throbbed, and it struggled under his weight, but he dare not shift his gaze to look at it. The blood around his mouth began to dry, his breaths were no longer able to pass through his crooked nose. 
			

			
				Therron lurched forward madly, his sword dancing. Each attack flowed effortlessly into the next—the match as even as it could be. Aetrius spun. He ducked. He dodged. Half of the attacks collided with the stone, the other with the furniture, splintering wood throughout the room. Therron grew more and more ravenous for blood. His eyes became wilder with every stroke of his sword, and still Aetrius did not attack. 
			

			
				“You left us to die!” Therron yelled, pulling back, and circling once more. He extended his blade outward like a crude finger, its tip aligned with Aetrius’ face. “You abandoned us to our enemy while you went home!”
			

			
				“I was just following my orders!” 
			

			
				“So…am...I!” Therron shouted between swings of his sword as he closed the distance. Aetrius caught the last and spun Therron’s sword from his grasp. He jumped, rolling to it and swiped it from the ground, standing to face Aetrius who did not move to stop him.
			

			
				“You have betrayed our people. You have broken your oath,” Aetrius declared as he extended his own blade to point at Therron, “the punishment is death.” It was not an accusation. It was an order. A judgment and a sentence. 
			

			
				Now, Aetrius made his advance. His swings were calculated and precise, done not in emotion but in necessity. Therron took the defense. He dodged and weaved with the expertise of a Shadestalker, but Aetrius knew the moves as well, and pressed the motions. Therron was quick, just as quick as Aetrius. Again and again the blades met, connecting in a shower of sparks and a ringing of metal against metal to break the silence of the home. Aetrius increased his speed, he increased his ingenuity, he became unpredictable. 
			

			
				Therron countered. Locked in a dance of death, neither more capable than the other, the sting of fate pulled the burning souls of the men back and forth. Blows became traded. Aetrius flowed between attack and retreat, offense and defense, kill or be killed. Like candles aflame they ate away at themselves with their efforts, melting and wearing down.
			

			
				Aetrius fought with desire. Desire to see his people free. Desire to see the crown taken to his queen. Desire to see his brother turn a man. Even the fuel of his desire paled in comparison to the rage Therron carried—the hunger his movements held. He yearned to kill.
			

			
				Finally, they pulled apart panting. Each sucking from the air like a fish torn from water. 
			

			
				“Drop your sword!” Therron barked. Every word he spoke was acid. His intensity was palpable, his body radiating. “For too long you have goaded me. Drop Ryn’s sword, it was not made for you!” He hollered, unrecognizable in his fury. “Show me the real Aetrius! Show me the man I remember! Show me the Shadestalker.”
			

			
				Aetrius dropped his sword. The harsh sound of the steel on stone echoed across the room louder than anything had all evening. 
			

			
				Therron did the same. 
			

			
				Neither said a word as they drew their daggers. Each held two, the blades reversed in their hands. They squared their stances. They raised them as a fighter raises their fists.
			

			
				Therron rushed forward first. His mouth was open, sweat dripped from his bow, and he screamed in anger. But Aetrius’ world had gone silent. Therron’s armor shone as he crossed through the path of the moonlight on his way to Aetrius. Then he sunk again into darkness. 
			

			
				Aetrius slid his boot across the stone. He felt the imperfections in the floor. He widened his stance. 
			

			
				Therron’s daggers shot forward, his arms charging horses, no longer weighed down by his larger sword. Aetrius tried to match his speed—his tenacity but he could not. He moved in slow motion. 
			

			
				The first of Therron’s daggers narrowly avoided his cheek. The other buried itself deep in his abdomen. His breath left his body. But at the same moment he dug his own blades into Therron. The left, he plowed into the man’s armpit. Hot blood dripped down the hilt and stained Aetrius’ hand as the he drove the right into the soft spot of skin just beneath Therron’s collarbone.
			

			
				His old friend had rushed forward with such intensity that even after being stilled his body continued, colliding with Aetrius. He caught it heavily, their armor ringing against one another. For a moment his rage faded, his face went soft, and his eyes looked kind, the way Aetrius had remembered. Then the light left them. He became no more than a lifeless sack of flesh and blood. Aetrius ripped his daggers from the body and allowed it to drop on the floor. Therron’s remained in his stomach. He pulled it out slowly, gasping as blood poured down his navel, his crotch, his knees. The room spun.
			

			
				Aetrius limped from it without looking back. A trail of blood followed. Hessa stood outside of Toryn’s door. She held a thin kitchen knife before herself. Beside her Bo growled angrily. Seeing him, Hessa lowered the blade. The dog brightened, but he did not move from the doorway.
			

			
				At either end of the hall were the crumpled bodies of dead guards. The result of Therron’s infiltration. Aetrius said nothing to Hessa, nor she to him. He only looked at her and nodded. Watch over Toryn, he thought, hoping she understood his glances. 
			

			
				Aetrius turned and limped from the hallway, lowering himself down the stairs one at a time. He nearly lost his footing, slipping on his own blood. Guards and house-hands rushed past him, called to the noise of the commotion. He offered no second glances. Aetrius walked until he reached the front door of the home. He walked until he stepped out into the cool night. He walked until he reached the stables. 
			

			
				It was a small wooden building, raised in the rear of the manor, surrounded by the temple gardens. Winding paths cut through wrapping fields of beautiful flowers and fruiting trees. Aetrius ignored the trails. He carved a straight line through the vegetation to the stable door. It was quiet. It smelled of horses and livestock, and it was warm with their breath. It smelled familiar. More familiar than the flowery manor. 
			

			
				In the far rear corner, Aetrius found Ílmur’s large stall. He let himself in and sprawled out beside her in the bed of hay, resting his head on her belly. His vision darkened alongside the rhythm of her breathing.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 27:
			

			
				Silver Fields
			

			
				 
			

			
				Darkness.
			

			
				Light.
			

			
				Darkness.
			

			
				Light.
			

			
				For hours Elena’s body floated weightlessly, pulled alongside an unseen current. The lake had swallowed her, though no icy water caressed her skin. Warmth surrounded her. It penetrated her frame. It drove into her bones. It filled her lungs. Her chest vibrated. It was as if her body had been left in the summer sun to dry.
			

			
				Darkness.
			

			
				Light.
			

			
				Darkness.
			

			
				Light.
			

			
				Her frame shattered around her, pulled in millions of directions as it expanded and contracted. It did not pain her. It brought her great pleasure, ecstasy even, to be spread and scattered throughout the space. In and out she faded between the light and the darkness. Nothing and everything all at once. How beautiful it was to see. To live. 
			

			
				Darkness.
			

			
				Light.
			

			
				Darkness.
			

			
				Light.
			

			
				Thousands of stars swirled along the edges of her skin—traced gently down the seams of her body. They glowed against her softly, pulsing as she was moved through them by the current. They turned over and over. Expanding and contracting. Living and ceasing. Living and ceasing. Breathing. She did not but lay in them and allow them to carry her away. Her eyes were closed, yet still she saw. 
			

			
				She felt.
			

			
				She loved.
			

			
				She died.
			

			
				Fields of silver as far as her eyes could see. Tall grass swaying in the breeze. It sparkled like diamonds when it hit the sun. Her hands traced the growth. The cool of the air caressed her lips. 
			

			
				When the old men speak of death they speak of this place, she thought. The Silver Fields. The land that does not know time. Where the Gods of Harvest braid the tall grass with the threads of fate. 
			

			
				The harder Elena tried to look at them, the farther away they seemed. Three children. A girl and two boys, full of laughter. Together they worked the grass. They beckoned her forward and she came, her feet carving paths between the life plots, her eyes watching as they twisted and wound.
			

			
				Silver threads sprung from the dirt. Grown and tended with care. They weaved the twists and turns of her lives with nimble fingers, each cord a different tale—each joining a new story. Elena wished to see again, to feel again, to live again. She reached forward and grabbed the silver cord.
			

			
				A bright flash and she was gone.
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Elena had no burdens here. She had no pain. She was a fisherman. Every day she rose in the early morning. It was still dark when she stumbled to the docks, moving through the sleeping town, and untethered her boat. In the whisper that came before the yell of the sun's rising she drifted out to the sea. With great skill she cast her nets and lines. As the sun climbed higher she waited.
			

			
				Every day Elena pulled her nets in, and she noticed how strong her heart beat in anticipation. It pounded like an army at the gates, her ribcage hardly enough to keep it at bay. She tossed and heaved until her hands were gnarled, until her skin grew hot under the beating of the sun, and until her lips ran dry in a way that drinking could not soothe. 
			

			
				Every day Elena returned to the docks with her catch, and she gutted her fish on a table on the sea. It was large and smooth, and it was hewn from dark oak. Every day she ran her gnarled hands over its dark patterns, and when she did she thought of her father. She knew his face, but she could no longer picture him. She knew his voice, yet she could not recall the sound. But when she touched the wood he sang to her, with a voice thick like sap and smooth like honey, and she hummed alongside his tune.
			

			
				Whatever she did not keep of the fish she flung to the sea, an offering in her father’s name. The rest she carried to a small stand. It stood near the entrance to the market, where the wealthy men and women came down from the city to empty their pockets. 
			

			
				Every day she cleared her stall, and every evening she bought a single loaf of bread from the baker she passed on her way home. She ate half for her dinner and folded the other in a small cloth to eat for lunch at sea the next day. Each loaf tasted sweeter than the last. 
			

			
				Every day Elena walked to her home as the sun set. Until her back was hunched with age, and her feet did little but drag against the stone. She had given her life to the sea, and now there was little more to give. Her vision grew poor. Her hands grew feeble. She could no longer fish, and she could no longer sail, and so she sat instead. 
			

			
				In a small chair, hewn from oak wood, Elena sat. She rocked as the sea rolled in and out. She ate her bread, and she no longer saved half for later. Her hands ran along the arms of the chair, and as they did her father sang to her, with a voice thick like sap and smooth like honey. A memory that was not her own. When she could find the strength, she sang along with him, as she had when she was just a little girl. Their voices joined as one:
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Waves push and pull against,
			

			
				A land beside the sea.
			

			
				I cannot stay and watch,
			

			
				I know you wait for me.
			

			
				 
			

			
				I have traveled very far,
			

			
				I have walked this land anew.
			

			
				Where no feet have yet paved,
			

			
				I’ve left my path for you.
			

			
				 
			

			
				In a place I cannot stay,
			

			
				There is a dark oak tree.
			

			
				I hear your voice, it calls,
			

			
				I know you sing a song with me.
			

			
				 
			

			
				In fields of silver I shall wait,
			

			
				For I am tall, and I am true.
			

			
				My roots are strong enough for me,
			

			
				They’ll be strong enough for you.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				Elena’s eyelids grew heavy that night, and so did the weight of her soul. It pulled her into the chair. Deeper. Deeper. Deeper she sunk into the hewn wood. The sun kissed the sea. This was not her life to live—not her death to give. Elena had not the luxury. Her existence was to be arduous. She could not cling to the notion of simplicity when she was born for significance. Within her braid of fate was woven that of many. 
			

			
				From her chair she opened her tired eyes. The light washed over her in waves, repeating over and over again until it stopped, and she was left to stand again in fields of silver. In warmth and in sun. In life and in death.
			

			
				“Send me back!”
			

			
				She pleaded with the Gods as they braided the tall grass.
			

			
				“Why?”
			

			
				They asked in unison.
			

			
				She thought and thought, here where there was no time.
			

			
				Why must I go back?
			

			
				Why must I do any of it?
			

			
				“Send me back!”
			

			
				She pleaded again with the Gods as they braided the tall grass.
			

			
				“Why?”
			

			
				They asked in unison.
			

			
				“To remember.”
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				Darkness and cold swirled around Elena, caressing her face and once more setting fire to her lungs. She tried again to swim. Thrashing her arms to no avail—spinning and struggling against the moving water. 
			

			
				A shadow appeared ahead. From the murky depths, the large outline of a serpent, darker than the water around it, as if a bright light shone far behind. It cut towards her with ease, swimming through the water quickly, twisting and turning with it. When Khélevan pushed it pulled, and when the water pulled it pushed. 
			

			
				It grew in size until it swallowed all there was to see, and then it shone with the most beautiful light, and in its presence banished all darkness.
			

			
				Osu.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 28:
			

			
				Mourning Birds
			

			
				 
			

			
				“You look like shit,” Sariel’s voice boomed overhead, waking Aetrius from his sleep. 
			

			
				He raised a hand to block some of the light pouring into the stable from high windows. The sun was bright. The mist that hung told him it was still early. Sariel was hunched over the gate of the horse stall looking down at him.
			

			
				“You smell like it.” Aetrius sagged back into the hay covered floor. “Even more than usual.”
			

			
				Sariel laughed. The woman looked like death. Heavy bags lay beneath her hazel eyes and despite their newfound access to amenities she was dirty and rugged. 
			

			
				Hazel, he thought suddenly, readjusting his gaze to look at her more closely. The sun drenched the stables and Sariel was not wearing her helmet. He wondered if she’d finally given up on her God fully. A large part of him was suddenly overcome with an deep sadness. 
			

			
				Aetrius reached a hand down to his abdomen and winced. It hurt, but somehow the wound had closed. Sariel?
			

			
				“Nose is fucked,” she jeered. “Ear’s fucked. Jaw’s fucked. Gonna look more like me and less like Toryn every day if you keep it up. You do know you can win a fight without getting your ass kicked first, right?” she asked, opening the gate, and stepping inside. 
			

			
				Sariel extended her hand downward and Ílmur snorted threateningly. She rolled her eyes. “Stupid fucking horse. C’mon. Up. The healers want to see you.” 
			

			
				Aetrius took her by the hand. Her calloused skin was oddly cool, and clammy, though he wondered if it were just his own that made it seem that way. Sariel pulled him to his feet before he could ponder it further. 
			

			
				The joints of his knees creaked with painful stiffness, and a dull throbbing emanated from his thigh and abdomen, where he had been caught by Therron’s blade. Somehow, miraculously, the wound had left nothing but a stain on his clothing.
			

			
				Sariel frowned as he inspected himself.
			

			
				“You should not have healed me,” Aetrius mumbled.
			

			
				To do so was a terrible mistake it. One that would only invite more wrath from Aeolin. The world needed balance.
			

			
				“But I am grateful, nonetheless,” he clarified, noting her distaste.
			

			
				Sariel only grunted in response.
			

			
				Aetrius debated asking her where she had been, and why she reeked more strongly of wet dog than ever before, but his energy for discussion was low.
			

			
				Sariel pulled him through the garden, allowing his weight to rest on her shoulder. A good thing she was there. He was tired. Miserably tired. The kind of exhaustion that sat deep within his bones and rotted his form from the inside out.
			

			
				Birds sang shrilly from tiny trees. Large bees buzzed along flower bushes. But the two of them did not make a sound, and in the shared silence, the events of last night began to register slowly. 
			

			
				Therron was dead, and with him, the last of Aetrius’ company. That realization like a stone in Aetrius’ stomach. Only he remained now. 
			

			
				And what a sad sight he was.
			

			
				They followed the twisting dirt trail back to the entrance of the house, where Sariel swung the large door open, and nearly pulled Aetrius over the small lip of the doorway. A gaggle of servants and guards met them in the vestibule. Gathered to gossip, no doubt. Though, at their arrival, all conversation shrunk below even a dull whisper.
			

			
				No one moved to help Sariel hold his weight. They stood solemnly by, too afraid or too disgusted, Aetrius did not know. Their faces were swimming around him. Sariel just about carried him up to his room, where Bo, still tucked within Toryn’s doorway, growled as they passed. 
			

			
				Even the dog was not keen on their company.
			

			
				Hessa was gone.
			

			
				Aetrius’ chamber looked exactly as it had when he first arrived. The stone had been scrubbed clean, the furniture replaced, and the body removed. It was almost as if the fight had never happened at all. Only small scratches in the walls and floor prevented it from erasure. Aetrius did his best to keep his eyes from lingering on them.
			

			
				There was no guilt. Not this time. He did what he had to do. For himself and for Toryn. He would mourn the man Therron was, but not the man he had become. The man the world had made him.
			

			
				Aetrius’ mind flashed and Therron’s words jumped before him. ‘War does not end for soldiers. So long as we draw breath, it lives inside of us.’
			

			
				Sariel murmured something he did not hear, and then she left him for the healers alone. He wanted to ask her to stay. But he didn’t. As soon as she left, he wished he had. The room was emptier without her. Even when the healers poured in. 
			

			
				Haemír’s weaver’s poked and prodded, prayed and cleaned, closing the wounds Sariel had missed with simple magic, and dressing all that they could not. They did not gossip this time. Perhaps they knew he would not join him. Or perhaps they had had their own solemn night. Either way, they left with a bow, and Aetrius, like the room around him, looked new.
			

			
				Only the small bump on his once broken nose proved anything had happened at all.
			

			
				Morning turned to afternoon, and everyone in the house seemed content to ignore the happenings of the night prior. No one mentioned the dead. Toryn woke none the wiser, Bo finally laid down to sleep in the warm spot Toryn left on his bed, and as the sun climbed in the sky they prepared themselves for the journey they still had to take.
			

			
				Lord Haemír had them fitted for armor. Aetrius considered being spiteful and turning it away, but in truth he was happy to replace his own. Brown and green became cream and crimson, and with Therron now dead alongside the others, the Shadestalkers of the Red Ridge were no more.
			

			
				A new distaste filled his tongue just as quickly. ‘We are both puppets, Aetrius,’ Therron whispered in his skull. ‘The only difference is that I chose my master. Do you know who pulls your strings?’
			

			
				Sariel and Toryn got dressed the same, and the trio became one small matching unit. Similar thoughts seemed to rise behind Sariel’s eyes. She was so quick to replace what the Lightbringers had given her, one would think it burned hot to the touch.
			

			
				Again, Aetrius noticed her lack of helmet, and wondered if now her allegiance to Yûl had faded completely.
			

			
				Toryn was excited to have anything at all, and Aetrius found himself hoping that he would never have need of it. The image of the young boy in full armor burned into him. It made him remarkably sad.
			

			
				In addition to their armor, Haemír saw to it they were granted new weapons. Aetrius returned to his room to find a slender bow laid across his bed beside a sturdy leather quiver with nearly forty arrows, each feathered in crimson. It had been carved from yew. Strong. Flexible beyond measure. He traded it for his own happily. What really caught his eye, however, was a large black box. His fingers grasped the corners gently, and when he lifted the top he gasped.
			

			
				Its interior was lined in ebony silk. A blade sat inside, resting in a scabbard of oaken brown. Carved into the sheath were hundreds of small leaves. It was unlike any blade he had held before. The cross guard of the weapon curved away from the handle in the shape of a crescent moon. It was long, from tip to pommel nearly four feet. He pulled it from the box, stripping the blade from its sheath. It glinted like steel, but the metal was dark green. It shimmered under the light. Ryn’s sword was a few inches shorter and nearly an inch thinner, but somehow this blade was less than half its weight.
			

			
				Taking a few steps backward from his bed he spun the weapon a few times in each hand. With each stroke it flowed alongside him, an extension of his own arms. He switched between stances—his thoughts clearer with the sword in hand. Written in the spaces before him was the path to send it on.
			

			
				Aetrius looked at Ryn’s sword laying on his bed. The sword he had carried since her death. The last piece of her he still maintained, aside from Ílmur.
			

			
				Was that all it is? Aetrius wondered as he walked slowly to the edge of his bed. He plucked Ryn’s blade from the thick blankets. Was it just memory of her? Or of who he used to be?
			

			
				It was heavier now. 
			

			
				Colder. 
			

			
				The sword started to shake Aetrius’ his grip.
			

			
				‘...it was not made for you!’ Therron shouted in the empty room. ‘Show me the real Aetrius! Show me the man I remember! Show me the Shadestalker.’
			

			
				Shut up! Aetrius yelled over the rising voice in his head. He spun the sword a few times in his hand and lost his grip. The blade clattered loudly against the stone. 
			

			
				In another room, Bo barked. 
			

			
				Aetrius picked it from the ground and squeezed the handle. In. Out. For the first time, Aetrius did not feel Ryn’s hand pressing back into his own—for the first time, the sword brought him no comfort.
			

			
				He laid the weapon gently in the box that the new sword had come in and shut the lid before stepping from the room.
			

			
				He knocked twice on Sariel’s door. She opened it silently and stepped aside so he could enter. Her room was a mirror of his own. Cleaner, somehow. Sariel had been given a new hammer. Tall and strong as she was. It came to a point on one side. A large metal shield decorated her back. The same shape as her other. This one was not painted with a maroon sun but instead with a large black wolf, rearing its head and ripping the tall trees from the ground beside it. 
			

			
				“I see you were given gifts as well,” Aetrius said, walking to her window to see her view. It was the same as his. The small garden outside, and the stable within it. He wasn’t sure why he expected it to be any different.
			

			
				“If he’s trying to buy my allegiance, it will cost more than a shiny hammer and a new set of armor.”
			

			
				“What would it cost then?” Aetrius smirked. “What does Sariel’s allegiance run these days?” It was cool outside. The air caressed the stubble on his chin—colder now, without his beard.
			

			
				“You can’t afford me.”
			

			
				Aetrius looked at the woman towering a few heads above him and thought of the question that had been hanging on the tip of his tongue since they arrived. “I haven’t had a chance to ask yet–” he started.
			

			
				“Probably for the best,” Sariel cut him off.
			

			
				“Harrow,” Aetrius continued anyway. “Hessa said the name to you yesterday. Who are your parents? I always thought you spawned from the ground, or perhaps were chiseled out from the mountainside.”
			

			
				“I was raised by the Lightmothers in the holy temple of the Third Flame. We do not have family names there.” Sariel’s expression steeled. “I have no parents.”
			

			
				“You aren’t interested in finding out?” Aetrius asked. 
			

			
				Perhaps he was projecting. He had always wondered who his father was. The same man had come to Stonehorn again. Based on Toryn’s birth, and if his math was right, it was when King Varrow had come for the tourney. Aetrius had long since convinced himself it was a Crown Knight, sworn to celibacy, and he and Toryn were his secret children. That would explain the secrecy of his mother.
			

			
				“No,” Sariel grumbled in a tone that told him it was time to stop asking.
			

			
				Just then, Toryn shot into the room touting a shortsword and small roundshield of his own. “Aha! Look!” He paraded around the expanse, swinging and hollering, banging them against each other until a familiar and raspy voice interjected.
			

			
				“Master Aetrius, you have been summoned,” Hessa announced from behind Toryn’s knees with a small bow. “Lord Haemír will see you now.” 
			

			
				Aetrius nodded his head and followed her from the hall, leaving Toryn to Sariel just as the boy asked where her helmet had gone. Through the maze of corridors, they went. Past the kitchen, and deep into the heart of the house.
			

			
				Aetrius realized he had a very small window now to ask the dwarf questions. For some reason, he felt like she was the most trustworthy one in the lord’s home. “What became of the body?” He asked as soon as they were out of earshot. 
			

			
				“He was granted the same funeral rights as our own and burned alongside them.” If there were any emotion behind the words, she hid them well.
			

			
				Therron had really been here. He had really killed him. It still didn’t feel real. He wished he could see the body. 
			

			
				The assassin had left a wake of destruction from the courtyard to Aetrius’ room. None lived who stood in his way. 
			

			
				None save for Aetrius. 
			

			
				“I’m sorry that they died,” Aetrius lied. He wanted to be sorry, he really wanted to be sorry. But all he really felt was an overwhelming numbness.
			

			
				“Don’t be. They knew the risks,” Hessa rasped confidently. “Lord Haemír did not force that post upon them. They volunteered. Any of those men and women would have gladly died for you.” 
			

			
				Strange, Aetrius thought. He could not imagine that Haemír would have told them of the crown or his mission to deliver it. He did not realize that Hessa had ushered him into Haemír’s study until she closed the door softly behind him. 
			

			
				The Lord stood from behind his desk. Today he dressed comfortably in long crimson robes that hung at his sandaled feet. His hair was not parted as neatly. 
			

			
				He too looked disheveled. 
			

			
				“Aetrius,” Haemír said, opening his arms in greeting. His left was bandaged. A dull red bled through the covering. 
			

			
				Bo was napping lazily at the lord’s feet. From behind the desk, all Aetrius could see was the matted fur of the dog’s back, rising steadily and falling again with each deep breath.
			

			
				“Sit,” the lord beckoned to the empty chair before him and began to fill a large goblet with wine. He slid it across the desk to Aetrius. As he sunk into his own chair, he winced in pain.
			

			
				“You’re injured?” Aetrius called attention to the obvious wound, motioning with his cup. “Sylvara’s men came for you as well?” He took a few sips and let his eyes wander. 
			

			
				Bitter wine, he grimaced. Why do lords always drink such bitter wine? Would it kill them to buy something sweet? He took a few more sips anyway. Bitter or not, it was much needed. He studied the aranor in the painting behind Haemír.
			

			
				The lord answered him dismissively. “No, though that would have been a simpler explanation. As stupid as it sounds, I nearly lost my arm trying to feed a wolf.”
			

			
				A wolf? Aetrius remembered the distant howling last night. He remembered, too, all the various beasts slain and stuffed, hung to watch over the empty house.
			

			
				It did not seem too far off for the man.
			

			
				Haemír took a large swig of the wine, wincing as he raised his bandaged arm.
			

			
				“You already have a wolf, my lord.” Aetrius nodded towards Bo.
			

			
				“Master Beauregard doesn’t listen to me most of the time. Only Hessa.” Haemír laughed and then suddenly grew very serious. “I’m sorry, Aetrius. I underestimated our enemy. I didn’t think Sylvara was so bold as to attack us directly. Not in my own home. She has grown too confident in her own power, or she thinks me weak. Either way,” he rapped his knuckles against the table, “it will not happen again. I’ve sent my own men to attack her on the trail in return.”
			

			
				Aetrius stomach knotted up thinking of the witch in the hallway. Her power was far greater than the lord was giving her credit for. “Whoever you send, they’ll be killed.” Aetrius frowned.
			

			
				“Yes. Such is the cost of war.” Haemír took another deep sip of the wine. The red stained his blonde mustache for a brief moment before he dabbed it away. “The success of the attack is not of importance, but rather that Sylvara knows her actions have consequences.” He paused, and somehow grew far colder. “And that she knows she is still well within my reach.”
			

			
				Aetrius bit down on his tongue in an effort to fight his rising anger. He wondered what exactly happens to a man when he is granted power, that forbids him from seeing the rest of his kind as human? 
			

			
				Aetrius changed the subject through his gritted teeth. “Why does Sylvara want the crown?”
			

			
				“I’m still trying to figure the elf out. For now, your guess is as good as mine. Money. Power. To make a name for herself. Long has Sylvara desired to leave the obscurity of the Court of Whispers behind and join the Royal Court. Long has she desired land and station. She was not born to nobility, despite her best efforts to appear so. She worked her way to the top in Stonehorn, and even then she could only get so far. Coin master.” the lord scoffed. “When Elena retakes Thume, the lands of her unfaithful will be given to her most loyal. A well-placed favor could grant Sylvara a seat to rival the oldest of Thume’s houses.”
			

			
				Aetrius imagined the elf with enough influence to control a city, or worse, to control a kingdom. He shuddered. A Whisper Weaver could use her magic to twist Elena’s opinions so discretely that the queen would believe them her own.
			

			
				“Do you think that if she got the crown, she would give it to Elena?” Aetrius asked, the thought alone filling him with dread.
			

			
				“No. My allies—our allies,” Haemír corrected himself, “think so. But I don’t believe Sylvara is so shortsighted. She despised King Varrow. I doubt she developed a soft spot for his daughter.”
			

			
				Aetrius wished he could ask Varrow why he would ever give her the position that he did. Gods, what he wouldn’t give to understand every decision the king made. None of it made any damned sense. 
			

			
				“Did he know?” Aetrius frowned. “That she despised him?”
			

			
				“Of course.” Haemír crossed his arms and winced again, forgetting that he had a wound. “He knew each member of that court better than they knew themselves, I imagine.”
			

			
				“Why would he allow her that power then?” Aetrius asked defeatedly.
			

			
				“Have you ever loved someone?” Haemír took another drink. 
			

			
				“Yes.” Ryn, he thought immediately. I loved Ryn.
			

			
				The lord smirked. “And how easy was it to tell them when they were being stupid?”
			

			
				Aetrius didn’t answer. 
			

			
				“My point is, if you want to know what you’re doing wrong, ask someone that loathes you, oftentimes they are the more honest. King Varrow liked his courts to be well-rounded.” Haemír smiled and somehow looked more sad than happy as he did. 
			

			
				It was evident he missed the man.
			

			
				“I am unsure what exactly it is that Sylvara wants,” Haemír said. “And I will most likely be dead and buried before I learn. I do know this, however. I will do all that I can to prevent her from achieving it.”
			

			
				Aetrius sighed. He had not heard tell of a Whisper Weaver in many decades. Not since the death of King Cerran, Varrow’s father. “It’s a shame Sylvara stands against us,” he said solemnly. “She would have made a powerful ally.”
			

			
				“And now she makes a powerful enemy,” Haemír retorted. “Her guard—the one you killed, Therron Vike, he was part of your company on the Ridge, was he not?”
			

			
				Therron. The name lingered in Aetrius’ head, and suddenly he was thrust into the room again. Moonlight pouring through the open window. Blood pooling at his feet. 
			

			
				“He was the last of my company,” Aetrius murmured. “The Spear, we were called. And now the Spear is broken.”
			

			
				“No.” Haemír offered a sad, soft smile. “You are still here.”
			

			
				Am I?
			

			
				“What do you think made him turn?” the lord asked. 
			

			
				“Fear,” Aetrius answered. He wished there was more to it, but he had seen it on the man. He had felt it in his words and in his movements. “Therron was afraid of death. Of being left behind. He was backed into a corner, and he chose his own life. Had he not led the others to their deaths, it would be hard to fault him for it.” 
			

			
				Haemír pursed his lips and looked behind Aetrius to the fire. “Fear will turn the kindest of men to the worst of beasts. There is no stronger emotion, and there is no stronger man than he who masters his own.” Haemír looked at Aetrius again and smiled. “You are very brave, Aetrius Cerithan.” He stood and opened a drawer in his desk. From it, the lord removed a small box. Each of its four sides had a silver metal latch. 
			

			
				Aetrius could feel it at once. Even from where he stood. His heart stirred and his stomach twisted, as if he had dropped and fallen a great distance.
			

			
				The crown…
			

			
				It was housed more securely now than it had been in Orn’s small book, but Aetrius knew the contents of this box by feeling alone. The magic radiated outward. It pulled on something deep within him. It was stirring. 
			

			
				“Why me?” Aetrius asked, breaking the pressing silence.
			

			
				A puzzled expression washed over the lord. “Why you?”
			

			
				Aetrius was not convinced. “You have wanted me to carry this crown since the very beginning.” Haemír opened his mouth to protest, but Aetrius continued to speak over him. “From the moment you knew I was with Orn, there was never a plan for anyone else to bring it to Elena, was there? Why?”
			

			
				“Because you understand this war more than most, Aetrius.” Lord Haemír squirmed uncomfortably in his rigid seat. “You have seen it, you have lived it, and you know that it must end—that the crown must go to someone strong—someone who has the power to finish it once and for all, and not just prolong our suffering. You are a Shadestalker of the King, sworn to serve the rightful succession to the Thumerian throne, and so you alone are suited to this task.
			

			
				“Listen to me, boy. Queen Marcella has no intention of stopping with Thume. Not with Acria to the east and us to the north. Her delusions of eminence are never ending, and we are but the pieces of a long-broken Empire she would see reunited in her name. There are secrets in Oakguarde that King Varrow would not share even with me. Secrets that center around this crown.”
			

			
				The lord pointed at the small box, and Aetrius fixated his gaze on dark wood. He traced its sharp corners. 
			

			
				Aetrius sat up straighter in his seat and returned his attention to Lord Haemír.
			

			
				The lord continued. “Were Aeolin a kinder place, you could stay here in Direfell. But you know that’s not how things work. Not while the Crown of Eidor sits on the table between us, and the fighting rages on in cities far from ours.” Haemír’s voice softened along with his eyes. “You would never know peace, boy. Sitting here and doing nothing while the war rages on. I am giving you a chance to end it. I am doing you a favor.” 
			

			
				He really believed it, Aetrius realized, looking into the man’s eyes.
			

			
				The lord smiled reassuringly. “Somehow, the world got lucky, and the Gods sent you along with the crown.”
			

			
				Aetrius looked again at the box, and immediately saw the crown beneath the cover. It burned into his eyes like pure, harsh starlight, and he had to look away. “I don’t believe in the Gods,” he murmured. But he was no longer so sure.
			

			
				The lord chucked. “Good. I wouldn’t trust you if you did. Still… here you are. And I can think of no one better suited for the task. Truth is, you can’t either, can you?”
			

			
				Aetrius nodded in pained agreement, torn between anger and respect for the man. On one hand, he resented Haemír for forcing him into the burden of carrying the crown. On the other, he too saw no other path. Especially now, in the wake of Sylvara’s attack. Had any other been met with Therron, they would be dead. 
			

			
				“This is your charge, Aetrius,” Haemír commanded as he slid the box across the desk. “You alone have the power now to end this war.”
			

			
				Aetrius picked it from the table and his arms grew warmer. His movements felt quicker. Stronger. Or perhaps he just imagined it.
			

			
				Aetrius stowed the box quickly on his belt. Now was not the time to play with fate. He studied Lord Haemír’s face. Sir Haemír. The Demon of Kingsrest. It was hard to believe he was sitting before a living legend. A man he had heard about all his life. 
			

			
				The lord was wrinkled at his edges, and growing older, even if he did not show it yet in his movements. Aetrius found his eyes once again lingering on Haemír’s braid. It hung forward as he sat in his chair.
			

			
				The mourning braid was a tradition of the Acrian people, though many had worn one the Red Ridge. Mostly men and women from East Watch and Kingsrest. Cities that touched their eastern neighbor. When someone they loved died, they would cut their hair and leave behind a single braid to be wrapped with Silver Root. It alone would not grow. When the remainder of their hair grew long enough to reach the end of the braid, they would cut it free, bury it, and thus finish their period of mourning. 
			

			
				“You are not the only one who has lost something in this war,” Haemír said, following Aetrius’ gaze. “My only son died in the mud at Orleskeep. His body was so mangled that all they sent back was his sword.” He motioned towards Aetrius’ scabbard. “I know you think me evil, that I would deceive you into carrying this burden—”
			

			
				“No,” Aetrius interjected. “I think you necessary.”
			

			
				“Should we all be so lucky.” Haemír smiled apologetically. “The blade was forged with the fires of aranor's breath,” Haemír continued. “It’s older than Stonehorn. A gift fit for a king, my son said when I gave it to him. He was a great swordsman. Much better than you and I. But he never used it in battle. Not even once. He died the day he arrived, crushed by a stone flung from a catapult.
			

			
				“Sometimes I think it is all just some terrible dream from which I cannot wake. That the door will open, and he will stroll in with another dead beast from one of his hunting trips. This time I won’t yell at him for getting blood on my floor.” He laughed weakly to himself. “The sword is yours now. Consider it my gift to you. May it bring you more fortune than it did him.”
			

			
				Aranor’s breath… Aetrius fought the urge to draw the sword from his belt and inspect it. The blade was no trinket. It's worth would rival every house on his street in Stonehorn, and the next three over. 
			

			
				“What was your son’s name?” Aetrius asked.
			

			
				“His name was Rowyn.”
			

			
				Aetrius was unsure what to do, so he rose and bowed. That seemed right to him. “I am sorry for his passing, my lord, and I thank you for your gift. So long as I carry his sword, I will do my best to honor him.”
			

			
				“You already do,” Haemír replied, bidding Aetrius to stand upright with a wave of his hand. “You two have much in common. I am sorry too, that you both would have such troubles. I hope you can forgive me for bestowing more upon you.”
			

			
				Aetrius returned to his seat. “It seems they were bestowed upon me at birth,” he joked. But it didn’t feel like a joke at all. He would be dead before he was able to slow down, he was sure.
			

			
				“More than you would know,” the lord said. “More than you would know, my boy.”
			

			
				It was nearly time to leave. And Aetrius still had much to attend to, but there was one thing he must know. “I would ask one more thing of you, if you would?” Aetrius almost pleaded.
			

			
				“Anything.”
			

			
				“If only for my own sake, I must know. I read the stories the same as any other child of Thume. The Demon of Kingsrest.” 
			

			
				Haemír winced slightly at the name. 
			

			
				Aetrius continued. “After the Bloody Winter you disappeared, and the scroll keepers thought you dead. Where did you go?”
			

			
				Haemír smiled. “King Varrow allowed me to revoke my oath. I came north.”
			

			
				“Why?” Aetrius asked.
			

			
				“A Crown Knight swears an oath to the crown. Nothing comes between them and their duty, not even love. It is a vow of celibacy just as it is a vow to the King.” Haemír laughed. “I fell in love, I took a wife, and I left Thume behind. The scroll keepers thought me dead because King Varrow rode home with only four after the Bloody Winter. I was done with the petty squabbles and skirmishes of the cities.”
			

			
				“Four?” Aetrius asked, puzzled. There were seven Crown Knights.
			

			
				“He lost Sir Samara Barnett of Iltere that day too,” the lord winked, “because I brought my wife with me.” 
			

			
				That still left one unaccounted for, Aetrius remembered. But he was unwilling to push further.
			

			
				Aetrius wished he had had the same opportunity. In another life, the war had ended a year earlier. In another life, he had taken Ryn as a wife. He had brought her back to Stonehorn to meet Toryn and Orn. 
			

			
				In another life, she was here. 
			

			
				“Was it worth it?” Aetrius asked with a sad smile.
			

			
				“I would do it a hundred times over.” Haemír’s eyes glinted. “A wise man once said that us humans live only to feel. Gods I never felt anything before I met her. If there was a life to be had, she was the one who granted it to me. Loving her was my greatest privilege.”
			

			
				Aetrius realized quickly that the lord spoke of her in the past tense. He realized too, that he had seen no trace of a woman in this home. “She’s gone?” He asked.
			

			
				“Poisoned,” Haemír said. “The same as Elena’s mother. In our line of work, we make enemies. The Bloody Winter never truly ended.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry,” Aetrius murmured. He wondered if it were worse to lose Ryn as he had, before they ever had a chance at a life, or as Haemír had lost Samara, after having already built a home for themselves.
			

			
				“I have learned to love both my wife and my son in new ways, now. But the love is still there. Don’t be sorry, just help me make sure they did not die for nothing.”
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				Aetrius, Toryn, and Sariel left the House of the Dove late in the morning. Orn came to the stables to say his farewells. Bo came along with him. Lord Haemír had said goodbye earlier and was content to allow them a brief moment to themselves, in the quiet wooden building to the rear of the home. Just before they had left him, the Lord had offered Toryn a new horse. 
			

			
				Toryn had politely declined.
			

			
				Tully would be accompanying them. The boy would have it no other way.
			

			
				“I suppose this is it then?” Orn smiled. Standing beside the stalls and the horses, he looked no larger than a small child. The old dwarf was already beginning to tear up. “Just when I thought we’d finally be getting settled. You know you don’t have to–”
			

			
				“We know, Orn,” Aetrius interjected. “But we won’t be gone long.” He smiled reassuringly. “You’ll hardly even have time to miss us.”
			

			
				“I’ll miss all of you a fair bit actually,” Orn rattled, looking from Aetrius to Toryn, and finally settling on Sariel. She turned away, but Aetrius swore she wore a thin smile on her lips. 
			

			
				Orn’s gaze shifted back to Toryn. “It’ll be quiet here without you two. Too quiet. I don’t think I’ll get used to it.”
			

			
				“Enjoy it for me,” Aetrius started with a laugh. “While it lasts-”
			

			
				“How long is it gonna take?” Toryn asked, smiling down at the two of them from Tully. “To get to the queen, that is?” He held his helmet tightly in his hand. Every time he put it on Bo started barking. It was too big anyway. 
			

			
				Aetrius knew he would tire of wearing it once the excitement wore off. The Gods only knew when that would be.
			

			
				Aetrius thought aloud. “There are enough horses to go around this time, and the terrain is much more forgiving. I’d say two months: one there, one-”
			

			
				“Do you think she’s going to give us something?” Toryn interjected again, as if Aetrius had never answered him. “A reward?”
			

			
				“The reward will be to your name,” Sariel boomed, silencing the boy. “Honor to your house. You will be remembered for your service, Fawn, and Thume will continue on.”
			

			
				Visible disdain rose in Toryn’s expression. 
			

			
				“And you will be thankful for it, child!” Sariel snapped.
			

			
				Toryn nodded dramatically. Aetrius hid his smirk.
			

			
				“You will be missed, but we will ride much faster without you,” Sariel added, looking at Orn. She too pulled herself into her saddle. 
			

			
				The black stallion looked as unenthused as he ever did when Sariel fitted him in the heavy armor. His ears shot back. He lunged to bite at Tully. Ílmur nipped at him before he could, keeping the stallion in check.
			

			
				“Easy,” Aetrius hummed to the horses. “Eaaaaasy.” He sighed. “I suppose they’re as tired as we are at this point, if not more so. Probably could’ve used another day’s rest.”
			

			
				“But we can’t wait another day!” Toryn hooted, banging his helmet against his chest plate. “The Queen of Thume awaits Toryn the Brave and Aetrius the Wise!”
			

			
				“The Wise?” Aetrius scoffed. “Wouldn’t that be Orn?”
			

			
				“Well, I wasn’t going to call you handsome.”
			

			
				“You’d be lying if you did.” Sariel snickered.
			

			
				“And Sariel the Wolf!” Toryn hollered again, looking at the design painted onto the back of her large shield, as if suddenly remembering she was there at all.
			

			
				“Do not call me that.” Sariel glowered.
			

			
				“Just be safe!” Orn’s voice cut through the bickering. “No more unnecessary risks.”
			

			
				“When have we ever taken unnecessary risks?” Aetrius raised his brow.
			

			
				“We’ll be safe,” Toryn piped from the back. He gave Tully a nudge and started leading the way from the stable. “We already have plans for when we get back, so we’ll need to hurry.”
			

			
				“I don’t doubt that,” Orn chuckled, lifting his glasses, and wiping away at the corners of his eyes with his sleeves. “What plans do you–”
			

			
				“No time, no time!” Toryn cheered as Tully began passing through the threshold of the door. “Big plans.”
			

			
				“Okay, okay,” Orn said, waving him off. “I won’t hold you from your quest. Goodbye, son.”
			

			
				“See you soon, Orn,” Toryn smiled. He winked and disappeared out into the bright sun.
			

			
				“He’s just like you.” The dwarf smiled up at Aetrius and patted him on the back. “Take care of the boy.”
			

			
				“Safer with us than he would be here,” Sariel laughed. It was a booming sound that filled the stables, bouncing back from the thick wooden beams. The horses stirred. Bo growled. “Quiet!” She snapped, and the dog rushed to hide behind Orn, his tail tucked between his legs. 
			

			
				“The boy will be fine.” Sariel frowned. “I have taken this path many times. There is little to fear between us and Edgewater, save for the Veil. And even that has been…exaggerated.” She started her horse forward. “Wait for our return, I have something I would ask you when we get back.” 
			

			
				The book? Aetrius wondered, but her blank expression offered little in the way of answers. Orn just nodded.
			

			
				“Goodbye, Sariel.”
			

			
				“Goodbye, Orn.”
			

			
				“We’ll look after him,” Aetrius assured once she was gone. He could see Orn’s stress rising by the second. “I promise. Things will be slow for you here.”
			

			
				They’ll feel even slower now, he knew. All the fighting. All the rush. It was finally over for the old dwarf. 
			

			
				That is when it comes back the strongest.
			

			
				“Don’t waste too much of your time on worrying. We’ll be alright. It was much harder between home and here, and we made it just fine.” Aetrius scratched at the scars around his jaw absentmindedly. “I’m sure we’ll have much to talk about when we return. If not me, him. He always does.”
			

			
				“That he does,” Orn sighed in agreement, “that he does.”
			

			
				“Goodbye, Bo.” Aetrius smiled at the dog, who had left the shadow of Orn at Sariel’s departure and gave him one good pat on the head. He mounted Ílmur.
			

			
				“Farewell, son,” Orn muttered. 
			

			
				“Farewell, father,” Aetrius said, only half-joking, as he led Ílmur from the stables. He winked from the doorway just as Toryn did, then disappeared into the morning light to follow the others. 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 29:
			

			
				Edgewater
			

			
				 
			

			
				The sun beat strongly against Elena’s face from above, and the queen traced her eyes back and forth beneath their closed lids, trying to avoid the growing brightness by hiding her gaze in the corners. Waves lulled softly against the sand nearby. The queen wanted more than anything to return to a deep sleep.
			

			
				Though, try as she might, she could not.
			

			
				A harsh ringing filled her ears, and the longer she kept her eyes shut, the faster her whole body seemed to spin, as if it were rotating around in empty space. Elena took a deep breath in through her nose and forced it out from her mouth. Then she turned over and vomited.
			

			
				Hot seawater poured from Elena’s stomach and lungs. The salt burned her throat on the way out, and she curled up in the fetal position. Slowly, she allowed her eyes to flutter open. She dabbed at the corners of her mouth with her wet sleeve. It were as if she had been asleep for days. Her mind was well rested, yet her body was sluggish. So many pieces of her ached in quiet desperation. Most of all, her heart.
			

			
				It ached for her father.
			

			
				I know you’re waiting for me, she breathed onto the soft sand. And I know what I need to do now, before I see you again.
			

			
				Elena sat up. She had been lying on the shoreline of Lake Khélevan, forty paces from the foamy water that lapped against white sand. Off to her left, sandy shores met dull grass and folded out into vast expanses of green and brown. Nothing but distant planes and a lake extending as far as she could see. 
			

			
				To her right, and still far off in the distance, the thin outline of a city. It was tall. Stacked upon itself a hundred times over, rows of buildings sat protected by sand-colored walls and thin turrets. In the center she could see a thick fortress that waved navy blue banners. 
			

			
				Edgewater. Elena smiled. She had made it to Edgewater.
			

			
				Hundreds of ships bobbed in its wide harbor and a few hundred more sat piddling about in the deeper water. By her judgment it was nearly an hour's walk, if she started now, but she did not wish to.
			

			
				Elena sighed and laid back down. Pain shot into the small of her back. She had laid on something. She rose quickly and shifted her gaze downward, to see what had dug into her. There, pressed into the sand was a small wooden figure. It had a long slender body that stretched like an eel, four short legs, and a back that was lined with sail-like fins. Its face was kind. 
			

			
				Osu. The queen wrapped her hands gently around it. She looked to the water. To the white frothy waves. To the chirping, diving sky foxes. She listened for the whispers against the sand, as if they bore answers for her, but the lake lulled against the shore as it always had.
			

			
				Quietly.
			

			
				Trying to remember now what had happened then was like trying to claw her way through an iron door with her fingernails removed. She had been happy there, wherever there was… but she knew she could not stay. Not in that life that had been intertwined with her own. What could have been. But not what was. 
			

			
				Elena had returned. Too much still had to be done, too much still had to be learned, and too much still had to be solved. A woman had drowned.
			

			
				A Queen remained.
			

			
				Elena Valdarian, first born heir of Varrow Valdarian, and Queen of Thume. She sighed and stood as proudly as she could in her state, brushing the loose sand from her clothing. 
			

			
				Elena realized then that her arm had healed, and no longer pained her. In fact, as she stretched and gained her footing, her body began to feel better than it had since before Kairn’s final lesson months ago. Before the whole world descended into madness. 
			

			
				Elena pocketed the small figurine and turned towards the city. It was a long walk from here, and she started off with her head held high, her boots sinking into the shore. 
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				The Room of Tides was a circular chamber high within the lakeside fortress of Edgewater. A semi-circle of petrified white wood fashioned a table that wrapped around its center, and all the table’s occupants had their backs facing the farthest wall, which was nothing but glass—a floor to ceiling window from which one could see the entire city squirming beneath like a frenzied anthill. So too, could one see the entirety of the docks, and the naval fleet that had been summoned to bear witness to the choosing of a new heir. 
			

			
				Their navy banners raged in the gathering wind.
			

			
				Beneath them hung banners of green. Their allegiance was first to their own Lord and Lady and second, to the Kingdom of Thume.
			

			
				The many members of the table were locked in heated discussion. Sharp voices rose and fell violently, personal insults were flung from one end of the table to the other, and weapons were drawn on multiple occasions. They were in the middle of one such bout when suddenly, the two large, brass doors of the room split down the middle and were thrust open.
			

			
				The room went silent.
			

			
				Queen Elena Valdarian strode in with the same crackling energy as the storm that had last carried her away. Those seated at the round table froze. All but Kairn, who, at the sound, reached backwards and drew his greatsword so fast that it was in his hand before Elena reached the center of the room.
			

			
				Chairs scraped against the sandstone floor. One by one the members of the table realized what was happening, realized who it was, and one by one they rushed to kneel. Lords and ladies, birds of the Court of Whispers, and all allies new and old, moved quickly to press their knees to the ground. 
			

			
				The Queen of Thume had returned.
			

			
				“Sir Kairn,” Elena roared over the sound of moving furniture, “I do hope you have kept things in order in my absence.” She smiled. the corners of her mouth curled upward to crinkle the edges of her eyes. “I heard tell that there was to be a meeting today, to decide upon the next ruler of Thume. I wanted to make sure I was here in time to help you decide.”
			

			
				Tears poured from the knight’s eyes as he collapsed, catching his full weight heavily with a single knee. “Your Majesty. I thought–we thought–”
			

			
				“Rise,” Elena ordered without breaking her stride. She walked past him, clapped him on the shoulder, and continued to the large table where she assumed her seat at its head.
			

			
				It was still warm.
			

			
				Elena wondered who had been sitting in her absence. “Rise, all of you, rise and be seated. We have much to discuss and very little time.” She looked at Kairn, the shock still seated firmly on his face, and she smiled reassuringly. “It will take far more than wind and water to kill your queen.”
			

			
				Queen Elena searched for familiar faces. The Hawk made it to back to her seat the fastest. Gret did not seem the type to kneel, and the fact that the woman had at all filled Elena with no small shred of pride.
			

			
				Fulwynn was at the table as well, her long brown hair pulled back into a tight bun, facial markings made all the more visible. She wore a goofy smile that Elena could not help but meet with her own. The elf said nothing, but she need not. Her face said it for her. ‘I’m glad you are okay.’
			

			
				The Shrike, her face surprisingly warm and welcoming, sat beside the Crane. Sylvara wore blue instead of black and Elena quite thought the bright color suited her.
			

			
				“Welcome back, my queen,” the Shrike said with a slight bow of her head. 
			

			
				My queen. Elena rolled the title around in her mouth, remembering their last meeting less than fondly. The elf had refused her honors then. Not anymore. 
			

			
				The Shrike continued. “I told them you would not be long, but they did not believe me.”
			

			
				“I am glad to have someone at this table as faithful as you, though I cannot fault them,” Elena responded. All of them looked changed. Older and dated. Elena needed to satiate her own curiosity. “Who can tell me how long I have been away?” she asked, scanning the table.
			

			
				One by one they avoided her gaze.
			

			
				“Two weeks on the morrow,” the Vulture croaked from her right.
			

			
				Two weeks? Fuck, Elena thought. Two weeks was an incredibly long amount of time when staging a war—a rebellion. No wonder they had been looking for her replacement.
			

			
				Suddenly, Kairn’s demeanor made sense.
			

			
				“Much has changed I imagine,” Elena choked her way through the words, not yet ready to engage with the emotion required to process her lost time. “I’m glad you all made it, though I apologize that you were summoned under false pretenses. We will not be electing a successor today. We will, however, begin planning a war. Who can brief me on where we stand?”
			

			
				“You were with her, weren’t ya?” Fulwynn interjected suddenly. “Osu?”
			

			
				Elena turned to the elf and the table fell eerily silent, waiting for her answer with bated breath. If ever she was to seal her claim in legitimacy, now was the time, she decided.
			

			
				“I died,” Elena announced, “in pursuit of my birthright. The Goddess of the Sea plucked my body from the water and decided that I should live instead—that there is work yet to be done. And may the Gods help those that stand against us,” Elena leaned over the table, placing her weight on her arms like a cat ready to pounce, “because some of them are helping me.”
			

			
				As Elena traced the crescent table, the light of the day broke from the window at her back and framed her in soft yellow. She thought briefly of Varrow. Of the Silver Fields and the sound of his voice singing to her. Then she thought of Kingsrest and the statues of Gyldor.
			

			
				“Long ago King Eidor, my blood, shattered the cage in which they tried to bury him,” Elena started. “From city to city he roamed, gathering men and women at his side—farmers, bakers, tailors—an army of free people. They rose against the tyranny and oppression of an empire older than time, carrying homemade banners and makeshift weapons. They fought for the land on which they were born but never belonged to them. The same land on which I was born.
			

			
				“Marcella murdered my father. She destroyed our cities, killed our people, and now she sits atop my throne. I will not surrender to West Bank. No, I will fight them at every stream, every valley, and every mountain of Thume. I will pry our kingdom back from her clutches. I have died for my right to rule. Now, I will live for it.” She searched the faces around her, the old and the new. “I will ask once, and not again. Who among you will join me in my cause—in my right?”
			

			
				Kairn was the first to stand from the table. He balled his right hand into a fist and held it against his heart before he plunged again to the floor to kneel. The others followed in a wave until she was the only that stood. 
			

			
				“Rise and know that this is the last time you will bow inside this room,” Elena said. She glanced at the Shrike as she spoke. “In this room we will treat as equals, as my father did with his Court before us. I will hear your counsel and your intuition as if it were my own. Rise, and tell me what has been discussed in my absence.”
			

			
				“Marcella has reached Oakguarde,” Kairn winced as he answered, as if the words were a blow. He stood. “She has seized it as her own and opened the borders down from the Ridge to connect it with West Bank. Thume no longer exists outside of this room…” He paused, biting his tongue.
			

			
				“And?” Elena asked, waiting for Kairn to continue. 
			

			
				“... And, she has split her army. Half makes for East Watch, the other for Windkeep.”
			

			
				“Surely they have both already pledged their loyalty to her, have they not?” Elena looked at Gret and the Vulture inquisitively. Her last order had been to cede to Marcella, at least temporarily to prevent further bloodshed. For all Marcella knew, those cities were hers.
			

			
				“Windkeep has not been touched since before Eidor,” Gret shrugged. “They would not cede to her despite your orders and despite my suggestion. The city is barred. They have enough supplies for a two-year siege.”
			

			
				Elena rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Fine,” she said, “let the honor-less churl tire herself against their walls. Her people can weaken themselves against Windkeep stone while we build our strength. It is better to keep her divided. And why East Watch then?” She asked shifting her gaze to the Vulture. 
			

			
				“We don’t know,” the Vulture stammered, looking at the table around him. “They do not serve opposition. All we can imagine is a ruse to draw you out. She still desires the crown.”
			

			
				“As do I,” Elena added with a sigh. The entire table seemed to shift as the crown came to conversation. That filled Elena with a deep sense of dread. “Where is it?”
			

			
				Silence.
			

			
				“Where is the crown?” Elena repeated. Her stomach tightened. It had been two weeks since she had disappeared. Surely it was close if not here already.
			

			
				“It seems we have been betrayed again, your highness,” the Shrike declared. “Lord Haemír of Direfell has claimed the crown as his own, and I hardly escaped from his home with my life in the process. My steadfast loyalty to you costed me the lives of my personal guard. Shadestalkers, the both of them. Good men who would have fought for your cause,” she said, evidently holding back tears.
			

			
				Elena looked to Kairn to validate the words, for the Dove was his friend, and he had vouched heavily for him. 
			

			
				Her swordmaster hung his head and avoided her gaze. “He has not responded to our calls,” Kairn muttered. “He–” 
			

			
				“He means to oppose your rule—to usurp the throne and deny the succession.” The Shrike interjected. “He asked me to pledge myself to his cause and I denied his request.”
			

			
				“He and what army?” Elena scoffed. “By what force can he keep my crown from me?” 
			

			
				Kairn shook his head. “Haemír is the Lord of Direfell and a cunning warrior, my queen. His is a strong and fortified city, with many fighting folk, and there is talk among them that a new king has come. They say he is as Varrow was. It would be unwise to dismiss this so quickly.”
			

			
				“He thinks because he once fought alongside my father he can take his place?” The words did not convey Elena’s anger enough. Could she have no reprieve from the constant hurdles. This was not to be her main concern, and now she would be drawn into another, smaller war with a would-be ally?
			

			
				“Let us burn him out,” Gret spat. “Even a rat will scurry away if you hold fire under its ass.”
			

			
				“Anything will scurry away if ya hold fire beneath it,” Fulwynn muttered sarcastically.
			

			
				“Come here and I will test that,” Gret fired back. 
			

			
				“Enough,” Elena commanded so clearly that even Gret fell silent. For a second she imagined a smile had crossed Kairn’s lips, but when she focused on him his expression was as flat as ever. 
			

			
				“We should take an army to him,” the Vulture said, “a small detachment at least. We will have the crown within the month. Send me, your Majesty, I will pry it from his hands.”
			

			
				“He would eat you alive.” Kairn blew hot air from his nose.
			

			
				“We cannot afford to send any soldiers away,” Elena argued. “Not now. Not when we have a new rebellion to stage and a throne to secure,” she looked at the Vulture. She had never learned his name, nor the names of many others. There will be time for that, she reassured herself. 
			

			
				“Launching an assault on Direfell will make enemies of the people we so desperately need. I cannot stand to lose your mind either,” Elena added. “Not at this stage in our planning.”
			

			
				The Vulture nodded stoically, his importance clearly inflated as Elena had hoped it would be. 
			

			
				“Let me then commune with the Lightbringers of the Third Flame, my queen,” the Shrike pleaded. 
			

			
				Kairn frowned, and Elena realized that they had already had this discussion before. 
			

			
				Sylvara continued anyway. “They can be sent to retrieve the crown in our stead. No soldiers will be lost, no enemies made, the city remains standing. They know these lands and they are respected here. Most of all, they are committed to you. Lightbringers will cut through the usurper's guard without issue.”
			

			
				The plan seemed sound enough. The Lightbringers had already pledged themselves to Queen Elena. It would allow her to stay here to worry about larger problems, and to keep her army intact for the battles to come.
			

			
				“Go now then and treat with them,” Elena ordered with a curt upwards nod, excusing Sylvara from the table. “My crown in exchange for a seat at the table. Loyalty will not go unrewarded.”
			

			
				The Shrike stood, her long blue dress extending down to her heels. She bowed her head and walked from the room with a smile, thankful it seemed, to be useful.
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				“What else would you have me do, Kairn?” Elena asked. She was sitting on the same table in the Room of Tides, gazing outward towards the lake. The sun had set hours ago, and now small lights had come to dance across the boats on the water. More flickered inside the houses below. 
			

			
				Kairn had held his tongue during the meeting. He thought it important not to contradict her—to argue her decisions. 
			

			
				Now, he debated them all.
			

			
				“Send me,” the swordmaster responded from behind. He stood in the center of the half-moon table, as if presenting himself before a council that wasn’t there. “Let me speak with him. Haemír has never been a rash man, this is nonsensical. Surely he will hear reason if it comes from the mouth of a friend.”
			

			
				“You have not seen him in near thirty years, Kairn. Much has changed,” Elena interjected.
			

			
				“And much still stays the same. An attack, even by the Lightbringers hand, will only drive him and his people further from our cause. There are no rulers in North Lamel, but the people here know him, they know his house. Lord Haemír of Direfell is a powerful ally, and a more powerful enemy.”
			

			
				“I did not take him to be my enemy, Kairn, he did that himself.” Elena rubbed at her temples, but none of the tightness she held dissipated. She sighed. Since she had returned she had not seen a second of rest. “You know I cannot send you. You are the best general I have, and the only one I trust to lead an army at my side.”
			

			
				“Gret is a better general than me,” Kairn argued. 
			

			
				“I cannot risk your life, Kairn. That is final. Not when Haemír would openly attack Sylvara in the sanctity of his halls. We are lucky she escaped. Who knows what would happen if you were there. This could all fall apart without you.”
			

			
				“It does not need me, anymore.” Kairn sighed and moved to stand beside her. “The people are already talking about the queen who returned from the dead. The ship has set sail. It only needs you now.”
			

			
				“Well, I need you,” Elena explained. 
			

			
				How were they still having this conversation? Why was Kairn so desperate to leave? So desperate to get himself killed, just like Varrow? 
			

			
				“I cannot lose you Kairn,” Elena blurted. “I cannot lose another father. You must stay here and lead my soldiers to victory at my side.”
			

			
				“As you wish, my queen.” Kairn looked disappointed as he bent at his waist and bowed stiffly. He pulled a chair out beside her and sat heavily. He disagreed but it was clear he would not argue her decision further. 
			

			
				They sat in silence for a few minutes before he spoke again. “I did not think you would return,” he admitted sheepishly. “No matter what Sylvara told us, I just couldn’t bring myself believe her. I mean, I watched you fall into that water myself. It's impossible...”
			

			
				“Our entire journey has been impossible, Kairn. You know this.” Elena smiled wistfully. “We were never supposed to live. Yet here we are.” But he was right. It should be impossible. Elena did not understand it. Where she had gone, what had happened, what was real or imagined. 
			

			
				None of it made any sense.
			

			
				“You are different, stronger even, somehow. Most of us die once and stay dead. I have never seen someone return before.”
			

			
				“There’s work yet to be done, Sir Kairn.” Elena put her hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “And I’m not going anywhere till it’s finished.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 30:
			

			
				Ammerílian Veil
			

			
				 
			

			
				Toryn’s armor had been light when he put it on. Now, it weighed heavily upon his body. A dull throbbing grew in the joints of his shoulders and hips within a few hours of their departure. They planned to follow the thin border trail of Thume and North Lamel, taking it directly through the Ammerílian Veil. Then, they were to trace the shoreline of Craig’s Lake all the way to Edgewater. Toryn buzzed with excitement. 
			

			
				In their matching armor he imagined himself a knight, set off on a dangerous and noble quest for their queen. 
			

			
				Queen Elena Valdarian, he mused. I wonder if she will knight us all on the spot. Sir Sariel Harrow, Sir Aetrius Cerithan and Sir Toryn Cerithan, the Brave. He smiled. He’d be the second youngest knight in the history of Thume, after Sir Alys Bramble, who was twelve when she was knighted.
			

			
				No amount of pain would have Sir Toryn strip the steel from his body. No amount of travel could wear down his rising exhilaration from his chest. He saw the way the people of the city watched their departure. He saw the way they whispered to each other. He held his head high. When he and Aetrius had listened to the stories in the square at Stonehorn, these were the stories they had listened to. 
			

			
				The trail outside of Direfell was well established, and for the first twenty or so miles it was paved with stone. It fell off into worn dirt within the grass fields as they passed outside of the city's reach. Toryn wrapped his fur cloak around himself then. It was cold. The open plains offered no respite from the strong southward wind that blew. It was a chill that penetrated cloth and steel. 
			

			
				North Lamel was prone to bad weather and heavy snowfalls in the winter months. The frost kept the majority of its population clustered around each other, huddled for warmth. Between the large cities, people were few and far in between. 
			

			
				The group wormed their way in and out of small villages as they traced the border, but the larger cities were farther away, and few others took to the trails. The spaces in between were entirely their own. 
			

			
				Toryn had become reaccustomed to the return of Aetrius. He too had grown used to Sariel’s company. With only a brief stop at Direfell, it was as if nothing had changed between them. The only real difference was that this time, they were well fed, well supplied, and Toryn at least, was well rested. Without Orn, they were able to split equally among the horses, no one had to share. As such, they were able to cover more ground more efficiently than they had before.
			

			
				Toryn and Aetrius came to life the moment that they left Direwell far behind, despite Aetrius’ initial reservations to leave. The trail. The unknown. That had become the brothers’ home. Like a lover returning from war, they returned to its hardness. Aetrius enveloped himself in its thrill, and Toryn followed his lead like a moth to a flame. 
			

			
				Sariel, on the other hand, struggled to hide her discomfort, which seemed to increase hourly. She no longer wore her helmet, and she refused to tell Toryn why. She had always been short, but there were now many days where she did not speak at all. 
			

			
				Even Toryn knew to leave her alone then. 
			

			
				Sariel had chosen to accompany them further than she needed, and Toryn was happy for it, but he worried for her, nonetheless.
			

			
				Aetrius and Sariel took turns training Toryn once more. This time around, Toryn tossed himself into his lessons with a newfound attention. He reserved nothing, wearing his sword and shield arm ragged. Both Sariel and Aetrius expressed their satisfaction at his efforts, and though the words filled him with pride, his true sense of accomplishment arrived only when they began to allow him to take watch and hunt on his own. He knew that he still had much to learn, but he felt earnestly that he had become a formidable member of their group. No longer was he a child to be protected, but someone who could contribute. 
			

			
				That to him was worth far more than words.
			

			
				They spent their first week of travel crossing the rolling hills outside of Direfell. In their own way, they held great beauty. In the mornings, large hawks cast themselves down from the sky, fast as falling stars, only to turn back upward carrying field mice and rabbits in their sharp talons. In the evenings, they listened for the howling of wolves hunting the same prey. 
			

			
				The ground rose and fell like a pendulum, and each hillcrest brought a new horizon. When the sun dipped, the hills cast shadows on fields of grass and flowers where small foxes hid, and the plains seemed to catch fire in its yawning red light. 
			

			
				The second week traveling was spent crossing the gap between the hills and the forest. Grassland. Here they could see for miles in every direction. At night they lit no fires, for fear of signaling some beast or foe in the oppressive darkness. There was nowhere for Sariel to provide her religious offerings. She did not seem to mind. When it rained, they had no cover. So, they walked through it. When the sun pressed down on them, they sweated through thick cloaks, trying not to get burned. They were more careful to ration their water. Still, by the time they got to the trees they had nearly run dry.
			

			
				When they reached the forest, Toryn had grown so sick of open fields that he dismounted Tully just to rush over and embrace a small spruce sapling. He was glad for the change of scenery, and the protection from the elements. He was, however, worried about what was housed in the expanse of the Ammerílian Veil. 
			

			
				His heart jumped at each shadow. 
			

			
				Sariel had not been brief in her descriptions of the forest’s many inhabitants. They were no more predators than prey. Even with the Lightbringer at their side. It would do them well to pass through as quickly as they could. A large part of him wished they would have gone all the way around, even if it would have added significantly to their trip.
			

			
				“What’re the odds we see giant spiders?” Toryn asked rather cheerfully as the sun slunk away over the canopy of trees. He did his best to hide his fear behind his demeanor, pulling himself up to sit on Tully with more confidence than he had ever rightly possessed before.
			

			
				“Not real,” Sariel growled from behind Aetrius. 
			

			
				Toryn hid his sigh of relief. 
			

			
				“There are no giant insects on this side of the Lyari Sea. Until the spiders learn to swim, you will have to go there if you wish to see them.” Sariel grunted.
			

			
				“I don’t wish to see them,” Toryn responded, rolling his eyes, “I was just wondering if I’d have to look in the trees when I keep watch.” He shivered dramatically, imagining the eight-legged creatures darting between the extended branches of the forest. “I am glad they don’t have giant swimming spiders.”
			

			
				“You should always check the trees when you keep watch,” Aetrius answered before Sariel said something smart. “If not for spiders, then for people. Elves, Humans, and Dwarves are plenty capable of climbing trees. We once caught a West Bank scout in our camp only because the branch he was standing on broke and he fell twenty feet and broke both his ankles,” Aetrius laughed, and Sariel snickered behind him. 
			

			
				“There may not be spiders in these woods, but there are plenty of things that will hide in the trees. If I find out you aren’t keeping watch well, I will feed you to them,” Sariel boomed, only semi-jokingly, it seemed.
			

			
				“Alright, alright,” Toryn said, murmuring under his breath. “I was just asking.”
			

			
				“Sariel is right,” Aetrius added. 
			

			
				The three of them were riding single file through the woods with Toryn in the lead. It would take them another few days to leave from the other side and pass what was left of Ammeríl. 
			

			
				“We must be careful in these woods. The trees are old. So are the beasts who dwell here. We should be watching for enemy spies too.” Aetrius shuddered in his saddle. “Animals have been known to keep watch for witches in the past. I’m not convinced Sylvara is done with us yet. Thankfully the trees are too thick for another prannick to make its way in,” he smiled at Toryn who turned his head back to gawk at his brother. 
			

			
				“There’s worse fuckers than prannicks here,” Sariel added, drawing up a wad of mucus and spitting it onto the path.
			

			
				“You are not helping,” Aetrius shot back.
			

			
				“Also, spiders aren’t insects,” Toryn said.
			

			
				“What?” Sariel asked.
			

			
				“You said there are no giant insects on this side of the Lyari Sea. Spiders aren’t insects. They’re arachnids.”
			

			
				“I know that.” Sariel crossed her arms.
			

			
				“What other giant insects do they have over there anyway?” Toryn asked, returning his gaze to the trail. He’d pay for this in his training later, but it was well worth it to correct her when he could.
			

			
				“Ants. Scorpions,” Sariel said. “Nothing that can fly and cross the sea, luckily.” Toryn decided that telling her scorpions are also arachnids may be pushing the limits of their friendship. 
			

			
				Aetrius coughed to cover his own giggle.
			

			
				The woods grew denser as they pushed further in—so much so that before noon, the sun was only able to cast dull light through small breaks here and there in the thick overhead canopy. The trail became gnarled by thick and old roots, but it was free of the trees. They grew on either side, their trunks masked by dense shrubbery and sprawling ferns. The whole forest was alive with the sounds of small scurrying and chirping and the air held moisture until it was fat and heavy. Birds and squirrels darted overhead, and strange calls echoed back and forth from deep within. They moved with their heads on permanent swivels, scanning constantly for any threats. 
			

			
				Toryn checked the trees for giant spiders. 
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				Toryn’s grip on his sword faltered as Sariel’s hammer smashed against his blade. The collision sent shockwaves rippling up the muscles of his arm, but he did not allow it to drop. Her next attack swung wide towards his head, and he raised his shield to block it. The ringing of steel filled his ears. It drowned out the fire that roared beside his brother ten feet away. 
			

			
				Toryn pulled away and took a few steps backwards, inspecting his equipment. 
			

			
				“You’ve worn the paint clean off,” he complained, looking at the smudged dove on his shield-face. The last collision had taken the first layer of white paint off its head, leaving only spotty red underneath. He shook his head and pouted. “We haven’t even made it to the queen yet.”
			

			
				“It was made for use. Not for beauty.” Sariel grunted. But she did look slightly guilty. “The queen will give you a new one if you ask. Would you prefer I held back?”
			

			
				“No,” Toryn answered, spinning his sword in his hand. He bounced between both feet and moved his head back and forth as if gathering his energy. “But I guess I’ll have to stop holding back now too.”
			

			
				For a second Sariel looked marginally concerned, then she burst into laughter. Toryn smiled and rushed forward. The easiest way to beat her in a bout was to distract her. 
			

			
				He slashed at her ankles, and she jumped. A loud howl broke her laughter. Toryn shifted his focus, his eyes tracing the movements of her hammer in her right hand. Suddenly the ground was ripped from his feet as Sariel scooped him into the air, her large hand grabbing his cloak as if she were a dog holding a pup by the scruff of its neck. 
			

			
				Toryn kicked but went nowhere. 
			

			
				“That’s not fair,” he sighed, allowing his body to hang limp, his sword and shield dragging his arms down towards the ground. 
			

			
				“Do our enemies fight fair?” Sariel asked. 
			

			
				No, Toryn knew. They do not. 
			

			
				“Pay attention to more than just my weapon. Your gaze is so narrow that you do not see. Only a dumb fuck would focus all their attention on one aspect of their foe. Are you a dumb fuck?” 
			

			
				“No,” Toryn said, rolling his eyes. 
			

			
				“Listen to her,” Aetrius added from beside the fire, his feet kicked up on his pack and an apple in his hand. “A rabbit focused on escaping a single wolf may not see the pack.”
			

			
				“The two of you spend so much time talking circles with riddles it’s a surprise you do not make yourselves dizzy,” Toryn said. Sariel released her hand and he dropped heavily to the ground with a groan. He stood dusting himself off. “Just speak plainly.”
			

			
				“If you only look at one thing, you will miss everything else around you,” Sariel grumbled in explanation. She moved her hammer from her grip to her back, stowing the weapon.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Toryn yawned, “it won’t happen again.”
			

			
				“You are right. The next time it does, I will ring your head like a bell,” Sariel promised.
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				The first few days passed. They traded watch shifts at night as usual. During the waking hours the wildlife seemed to steer clear of their loud footsteps and carried conversations. Toryn had to remind himself that this was no ordinary forest back home, and that he must be wary constantly. He was lulled into a false sense of confidence by the familiarity of the trees. It was shaken only on occasion by weird beasts. They caused him to grab his sword and look to Sariel for assurance. 
			

			
				So far they had passed only a pack of busova, four-legged deer-like creatures with faces that reminded him of barn owls, a few grosks, bipedal frogs the size of small dwarves who were prone to staring, and draccuri, which looked akin to fox sized mice with membranous wings and large oblong ears. Toryn wrote the names of them all down in a small notebook. He drew pictures of each alongside the knowledge Sariel shared.
			

			
				Aetrius spoke more freely now, committed to keeping no secrets from Toryn this time around. They spoke of his time in the war, and Sariel talked about her travels across the continent. Toryn and Aetrius both were keen to learn more about her experiences in Acria and Lamel, and even in the parts of Thume they had never been to. She told him of the sea, which he had never seen, and the deserts on the southern border. 
			

			
				They traded stories like currency. 
			

			
				“What do you want to ask me,” Sariel stated one night, after observing Aetrius’ expression from across the fire. “You wear your apprehension on your face.” 
			

			
				They were nearing the end of the forest and would leave its borders in another day or so. Aetrius lay casually on his back, his body stretched out until it ran off his sleeping mat. Toryn lay sprawled beside him. Aetrius had been observing her silently, but he had thought nothing of it.
			

			
				“I have noticed that you wear the same apprehension on yours. Especially now that you ride uncovered—every day since we left Direfell, no less,” Aetrius said, attempting to be gentle in his prodding. 
			

			
				“The days are long. The nights are short,” Sariel answered with a shrug, dodging his statement about her helmet. “I am tired. And I am ready for this to be done.”
			

			
				“It’s getting worse, isn’t it?” Aetrius asked, pressing the matter further. He sat up and folded his legs in on themselves. Toryn had noticed too. She grew more withdrawn by the hour.
			

			
				“Must you always pry?” She asked, making her annoyance clear.
			

			
				“Because I care for you,” Aetrius answered truthfully.
			

			
				Sariel turned away, she hid a soft smile. 
			

			
				“Also, because I am selfish,” he admitted. “I have an incessant desire to know everything, especially that which is kept from me. When I do not, it makes me uncomfortable. So, I waste a lot of time and energy trying to learn.”
			

			
				“Sounds miserable. You must be uncomfortable often.”
			

			
				“All the time.” Aetrius laughed. “I will not press you, but you need not fear being known.”
			

			
				“I fear everything,” she responded after searching briefly for the right words. 
			

			
				Toryn was surprised. She had always been a solid wall. He could not imagine her afraid. 
			

			
				She continued. “When the sun dips behind the clouds, I fear it will not return. When the morning birds call, I fear no other will answer them. When a fight finds us, I fear my shield will not be large enough. Even I have yet to know myself. You must wait your turn.” 
			

			
				“I will wait then. The sun will rise all the same, and when you are ready you may call. I will always answer.”
			

			
				“We,” Toryn corrected from his place by the fire. He had debated not joining the conversation but couldn’t let it be missed that he was part of it. He cared for her too, as she had cared for him. As long as he was alive she would not be alone. 
			

			
				Sariel smiled.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 31:
			

			
				Weaver of Whispers
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sylvara strode from the Sea Room. Her thin-lipped smile dropped from her face the instant she shut the door fully behind herself. She collected herself quickly, her keen amber eyes darting around and narrowing as they searched for an opening. 
			

			
				She found it. 
			

			
				An empty hallway. The dim light of the afternoon only enunciated its shadows. No guards hung by its doors, and so Sylvara took a brisk right, turning on her heel like a soldier at ceremony. Gliding along, she disappeared down the hall and continued into the belly of the lakeside fortress. 
			

			
				No sound came from the elf as she moved. Not footsteps nor the draping of her long dress along the sandstone floor. Like a hunter on the prowl, Sylvara slunk silently past many open doorways as she descended. She stretched from shadow to shadow, waiting for an empty room. 
			

			
				Finally, nearly three floors down, she found one she deemed suitable. The thin elf wormed her way in. She closed the heavy wood door behind her and for a moment she stood in the very center of the bare room pulsing. The edges of her nimble body beat against the air around her until it became hazy. It lasted for only a brief second. Then, as quickly as it had begun, she spread outwards into the air, fading into dark smoke. 
			

			
				She left nothing behind.
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Sylvara ripped her head upward from a soft down pillow. Gasping for breath, her pupil-less white eyes returning to color, her thin frame lurched forward. A sweaty indentation was left in its center, darker than the purple silk case. The elf stood from the large bed, trembling at its edge, her body masked only by a thin satin nightgown. 
			

			
				The bed was swaddled in purple and shimmering golden draperies hung around its edges. Sylvara was hidden behind them. She parted the fabric with a swift flick of her wrist as she stood and moved forward, making her way through the simple room. As she walked, she regained control of her body, the tremors subsiding. Weakness was replaced by strength. Fluid movements elongated her already stretched figure. 
			

			
				The room itself was nearly desolate, and what it did possess seemed transitory—as if she was moving in, or someone else was moving out. A few desks and half-filled bookshelves were nestled against the far wall, the mounted head of a large stag hung above the door, and a thick throw rug padded the cold stone floor. Sylvara wore the stiffness from her neck as she took long strides toward her window. 
			

			
				Oakguarde sang beneath her. Noonday bells rung. Sylvara fought a smile from growing. Her lips twitched against its call. A small victory, the city, no cause yet for celebration, she thought. More were on their way, however. Elena’s council meeting had gone as well for Sylvara as she could’ve had it, especially after Therron’s failure in Direfell. The twitch of the smile turned into a frown. 
			

			
				Sylvara closed her eyes and allowed herself a deep breath as she basked in the warmth of the sun. Haemír’s ploy would fall flat. Varrow’s crown would not return to his name. Not to Aetrius. Not to Elena. Not as long as she stood in its way. The dead king’s blood was strong and Aetrius was no exception. But his own reservations would be his undoing. That, and the child, of course. 
			

			
				The Lightbringers can wait, she thought, first I must speak with the queen. 
			

			
				Sylvara moved to the closet and dressed herself in a loose black robe. Plain, simple, large enough to hide her in dark folds. That was the way she liked it. The elf pushed the door to the hall open and exited with purpose. It was quiet here. The old stone of the castle reflected even the slightest noise—the shuffling of feet, the clearing of throats, heavy breathing. West Bank’s guards were standing lazily about.
			

			
				Idiots. She fought the urge to take it as an insult to have them guarding the castle. To have them guarding me…
			

			
				It was just past midday, and she knew Marcella would be meeting with the war council in the battle room at the far corner of the throne hall. That is where she sped, snaking through the corridors and halls. She walked past the remnants of the old empire as men and women in purple did their best to strip it from the grounds. They had been toiling ceaselessly the past few days, moving paintings and imagery in and out of the large castle, changing banners and repainting colors, burning furniture. Slowly but surely the Valdarian stain was removed stitch by stitch, until not even the bedsheets remained. 
			

			
				The throne hall was flanked by two of the Chosen—the only of West Bank’s men and women that Sylvara truly respected. Their minds were impenetrable. Even in the face of the First Tongue. Her magic meant nothing to them. Masked with sculpted steel, only two slits for their eyes broke their seamless metal. The rest of their bodies were wrapped in silver fabric. Sylvara knew it hid elven armor beneath. As she approached they bowed, only slightly, and pushed the door open. It was enough to imbue her with some pride. 
			

			
				The throne room was cold. Dark walls stretched nearly a hundred feet above her to meet vaulted ceilings, spaces where no light seemed strong enough to reach. The stone that made it had been hand carved. Twisting vines and tree branches dotted the walls, so well done one might think they had been pressed into the rock as it hardened and formed. Sylvara made a straight line for the far wall, making for the battle room which was only twenty feet from the Oaken Throne. 
			

			
				A twisted wooden seat, older than the Valdarian’s and the Thaëstra before them. The throne was a gift from the Durvar to the first Elves that landed on the shores of what was then called Wäea. Now they called it West Bank. The First People had sung to the tree as it grew. Ancient magic bent its shape over centuries. A token of friendship. Of kinship. 
			

			
				As a thanks, the Elves wiped the Durvar from the land. They raised an empire on their ashes. Vartha became the capital of the Thaëstra Empire before they moved on and took Oakguarde. The throne was brought here, thousands of years ago, when her grandfather ruled the entire empire from this room. Sylvara avoided the chair.
			

			
				Vile thing, she frowned. If she dared brush against it with her consciousness, it would whisper to her in the dark. Words she could not understand, of course.
			

			
				Some languages were older than even the First Tongue.
			

			
				Skirting the edge of the hall, regarding the gnarled wood as an ill omen, Sylvara approached a small wooden door tucked away in the corner. Murmurs of the noonday meeting poured from underneath it. Without knocking she pulled it towards herself. The conversation stalled as soon as the smallest sliver had been opened. 
			

			
				At the head of the table sat Marcella, her long sand colored hair hanging messily around her thin face. Even here, in the walls of the city, she wore her armor instead of the formal robes of the other council members. Gyldor lay flat on the table before her. 
			

			
				She was fit for war. 
			

			
				Sylvara stretched, towering above the long table, the eyes of the men and women drawn to her as she cast them in shadow.
			

			
				“Out,” Marcella barked with a grimace, “all of you. We will continue our discussion later.”
			

			
				Bairde, Marcella’s general, a graying man with broad shoulders and a large axe at his belt, looked as if he might protest. But he stood and exited with the rest, giving a curt nod to Sylvara as he passed. He knew when to bite his tongue. The door closed behind him. The sound echoed throughout the now silent room. Marcella and Sylvara stood alone and at opposite sides of the table.
			

			
				The queen stayed in her tall chair. 
			

			
				“Mother,” Marcella acknowledged with a yawn, leaning back, and kicking her boots up onto the table, “what a blessing.” 
			

			
				A shock of pride leapt within Sylvara at the word. Mother. It was not often her daughter called her that. Then, Marcella’s lips formed a thin line, and Sylvara’s heart dropped again. 
			

			
				“You are back again, so soon. Much faster than expected.” Marcella’s voice was thin and arid, like a gentle breeze through an open window. It stood against the severity of her questioning. “You have brought good news I hope? How go their pitiful efforts against me?”
			

			
				“The–” Sylvara began.
			

			
				“I can’t hear you,” Marcella said, cutting her off. “Not from all the way up there.” With her left-hand Marcella pointed down at the cold floor. Sylvara sank slowly to her knees before she continued. 
			

			
				“Elena is back,” Sylvara announced. “She returned this morning.” Marcella raised her eyebrows.
			

			
				“My hope that the lake would claim her was misplaced,” Marcella said, almost jokingly. “You were right. Per usual.” She released a thin sigh and pushed her hair backwards absentmindedly, the stress marking her voice in small cracks. “There will be more war to come. Bairde will be displeased.”
			

			
				“Khélevan would not have her. Though it did not spit her out the same.” Sylvara frowned. Elena had touched death, and she was changed for it. The woman had worn it like a suit of armor as she entered the court, as if nothing and no one could touch her. Sylvara looked up from the stone to Marcella’s thin face. “She is already preparing for war—as swift and as violent as Eidor once did with our kin. There is a ruthlessness to her now that Varrow did not possess. I have seen it in her eyes. She will not make the same mistakes her father did. Kairn works hard to spread rumors and whispers. Her numbers grow daily. When they hear she has returned…”
			

			
				Marcella sat forward, pulling her legs back from the table and rubbing the corners of her jaw, thinking. Her daughter looked as if she carried the world on her shoulders, and Sylvara felt for her deeply. Instinctively, Sylvara moved to her side and placed a slender hand against the young woman’s face, willing her own eyes to be full of reassurance, even though it did not come naturally to her.
			

			
				Marcella snatched Sylvara’s arm at the wrist. She removed her mother’s hand violently, tightening her grip and holding it in place in the air between them. Sylvara flinched at the contact. 
			

			
				“Did you bring me any good news after your failure at Direfell, witch, or are you only here to trouble me further?” Marcella asked, her eyes burning holes into Sylvara. Of course she was still upset. 
			

			
				I should not have sent Therron. I should’ve known Varrow’s son would be too strong for him. 
			

			
				Marcella’s hand tightened. Pain shot through Sylvara’s arm. Burning, crushing pain. her throat threatened to close, and tears burned in her eyes. For a moment, her wrist threatened to snap.
			

			
				“My seeds against Haemír in the Court were successful,” Sylvara offered feebly. Her heart beat faster the longer that Marcella clung to her.
			

			
				She should be grateful her daughter’s touch was not more violent this time, as it had been the last, but still the room seemed too small and too cramped to be alone with her. 
			

			
				“His correspondence to the other Masters has been blocked,” Sylvara blurted. “They know nothing of his plans—they think him a usurper.” Marcella loosened her grip and Sylvara pulled her hands behind her back quickly, desperate to hide them before they were snatched again. “Elena has granted me leave to send the Lightbringers to retrieve the crown.”
			

			
				“The Court doesn’t know of Varrow’s bastards?” Marcella asked as she returned her feet to the table. 
			

			
				“No,” Sylvara reassured her. “No, not even Kairn. The only people that knew have already been dealt with. Only Haemír and the dwarf remain. They have survived our attempts at their life, but they will not for much longer.” Sylvara bowed slightly. “The boys themselves are unaware of their birth, and the Court believes Haemír would take the crown for himself, to satiate his own desire for the throne. They would eat themselves alive before they looked any further. Everyone in that room is so desperate for a sliver of power. They huddle around her like babes on a teat, ready to agree with her every command. She thinks him a traitor. So, he is. Haemír is an old man, his desires are as feeble as his form. If Elena knew the truth, she would treat with the bastards.”
			

			
				“And what are the old man’s desires?” 
			

			
				“Haemír sees his own son in the boy. He sees his burden too. Varrow tasked him with Fara’s safety, with the boy’s safety. He knew their mother well—they traveled together. He blames himself for her passing. Haemír wishes for Varrow’s son to sit atop the Oaken Throne in Elena’s place, bastard or not.”
			

			
				“Yet he sends the boy to bring her the crown. Why?”
			

			
				“He may be old, but his mind is still young, my queen,” Sylvara explained. “By sending the boy with the crown he has ensured his success in either outcome. If Aetrius arrives carrying it, Haemír will be held a hero, his place within her Court elevated, and I myself will be removed as he has always wanted. But the longer the boy travels with the crown—”
			

			
				“The more it will call to him.” Marcella nodded.
			

			
				“If Aetrius takes it for himself, he will return to Direfell, and Haemír will serve to influence his rise.”
			

			
				“I’m tempted to crown the bastard myself. Let them fight amongst themselves. We can watch the family tree light itself on fire. Unfortunately, we cannot risk him handing the crown over to Elena. Where are the boys now?”
			

			
				“Entering the Veil, your Highness. It will be another two weeks before they reach Elena at best.”
			

			
				“You think the Lightbringers will be eager to kill them?”
			

			
				“Them? No.” Sylvara smiled. “They have no interest in who wears the crown. Who the bastards make camp with, on the other hand, I think Volmir would be desperate to know.” At this Marcella sat up straight in her seat.
			

			
				“They brought the Wolf?” The queen laughed. It was the first real laugh Sylvara had heard from her in months. “Idiocy is the greatest gift of the Valdarian line. Good. Send the Lightbringers. Have them kill the boys,” Marcella ordered. “They can do as they please with the Wolf so long as they bring me the crown.”
			

			
				Sylvara bowed before her daughter.
			

			
				“As you wish, my queen.”
			

			
				“The next time we speak, let it be with good news, mother.” The words hung in the air between them. Though she did not say it directly, it was a warning.
			

			
				Sylvara knew it was not one to be tested.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 32:
			

			
				The Horse and the Rider
			

			
				 
			

			
				Mornings came gently in the Ammerílan Veil. The trees of the forest were so thick with foliage that the sun hardly penetrated their canopy. When it rose, its soft morning glow spread across their trunks like a pool of warm honey—the light waking the strange inhabitants of the wood. Insects that had spent the night chirping traded places with those that filled the dawn, and birds began to sing their songs.
			

			
				This morning was different. 
			

			
				This morning the sun rose like a hot flame in the east. It turned the forest red with its fire. Sariel shot up abruptly. She was awoken not by its light, but by the intense quiet that followed. No insects chirped. No birds sang. The only sound was the dull crackling of their campfire. The forest was blanketed in a hush. The trees themselves seemed to lean in from above. 
			

			
				Beside her, Toryn sat with his back against a tree trunk, playing with a blade of grass between his fingers. 
			

			
				“Toryn,” Sariel whispered intensely, careful not to raise her voice to that of even a normal speaking level. She did her best to look at him intensely—to communicate without speaking that he needed to match her tone.
			

			
				He answered without looking up. “Yes?” His voice sounded like a cannon firing against the silence of the wood. He noticed her pained expression, but it was already too late.
			

			
				A splitting crack louder than thunder in the sky exploded from across the forest in the direction from which they had come. The ground shook so violently that it woke Aetrius. Toryn stood up quickly, sprouting like a reed. Sariel grabbed his shoulders and pulled him down to his knees so that he did not fall as the dirt shook beneath them. 
			

			
				In the distance, a small flock of birds sped away as the tree they were in crashed downwards to the forest floor. The large evergreen took a handful of other smaller and weaker ones along with it, cascading into the underbrush in a wave. 
			

			
				“What is it?” Toryn whispered, his voice wavering. Another tree tumbled to the ground. Fear bubbled and frothed inside of her. 
			

			
				“Shhhh,” she whispered, looking to Aetrius desperately. “Ready the horses, we must go. Now.” There was no fighting this time.
			

			
				They must run.
			

			
				Aetrius nodded his head without saying anything. Staying crouched, he sprinted to their uneasy mounts. Toryn and Sariel began to bundle up the sleeping gear and cooking equipment as quickly and quietly as they could. Sariel ensured that no pot or pan touched another, desperate to produce no sound. Throwing dirt on the fire in handfuls, she put it out. She was not willing to sacrifice even the noise of spilling water. Together, she and Toryn rushed to meet Aetrius at the horses and did their best to pack everything tightly as the world around them shook and crumbled. 
			

			
				Each step was a fight for balance and composure.
			

			
				“What is it?” Aetrius whispered. “Aranor?” His face was stoic, but she could see his own fear growing.
			

			
				“No,” Sariel whispered back. “Worse. Jaheer. A tree walker.” She could not hide the desperation that grew in her voice, even had she wanted to. He needed to know the dire situation they were in. “Make no sound,” she whispered. “It cannot see, but it will listen for us. They won’t leave the borders of the forest. We must make for the edge. We can outrun them.”
			

			
				Toryn looked frantic. He was breathing quickly and had shrunk down as if he could hide within his armor. 
			

			
				“Come!” Sariel directed, still maintaining her whisper. She rushed to her horse and mounted him as Aetrius helped Toryn onto Tully, who was snorting heavily and prancing in place. Then, he got on Ílmur. She was silent and still. 
			

			
				A guttural yell broke the trees behind them. The ground rumbled beneath their feet. Sariel turned her head to watch the first of the walkers emerge on the horizon. Tall was not enough. It was massive. Towering nearly fifty feet, it stood upright on two long thick legs, like a warped and twisted human. Its lower body was the color of the trunks around it, its skin textured bark. Somewhere around its midline, it began to transition into a deep green like the foliage above. Had it been still it could be mistaken for one of the trees. 
			

			
				But it was not still.
			

			
				Its long arms hung down lazily past its own knees, massive hands and fingers opening and closing in the air, grasping. Searching. Its round head tilted constantly. Eyeless, noseless, it had only a wide mouth which cut across its face. Teeth gnashed. Large batlike ears hung from the sides of its green skull. It raised and lowered each side. It listened for sound within the forest. 
			

			
				“Run,” Sariel barely breathed the word, but her intensity was undeniable. She turned her horse and nudged him forward bringing him up to full speed as swiftly as she could. Toryn followed. Aetrius slipped quietly behind.
			

			
				She desperately wanted to take the rear. To be the closest to the beasts. To stand between them and the child. No one knew their way through the forest but her, however. She cursed to herself. So deeply it reverberated within her chest. Why must something always go wrong? Why can it never be simple? She had passed through this forest hundreds of times and had rarely had trouble she was not searching for. Of course, this time, carrying the Crown of Eidor, alongside a small boy, there would be walkers. 
			

			
				They would have to run the horses ragged. Another guttural yell exploded from behind them, and a second tree walker stepped out from the shrouded distance. Fuck. It lowered its head to the ground. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. More than one. It was almost as if her thoughts had been heard—almost as if Yûl taunted her, for as soon they crossed her mind, a third emerged.
			

			
				Three... We cannot face three.
			

			
				Sariel would prefer the prannick now. Hell, she would prefer two prannick. Fuck this. Fuck the Lightbringers. Fuck Yûl. Without her magic she was nothing against a single Jaheer, let alone three. She could not draw from the forest, not here. The Veil was too strong. Too ancient. Too taxing. This forest would consume her if she tried.
			

			
				As the third emerged it matched the first two, releasing a yell. It was a tactic. She remembered that much from her training. They yelled to scare their prey. To send them running or screaming in response. As soon as they made a sound, the Jaheer would follow. Grab it from the land, lift it up and tear it into pieces small enough to eat. If you were lucky it started with your head. If you were not, your legs. The third yell was what broke them.
			

			
				Tully whinnied loudly in fear and Sariel’s heart sunk. 
			

			
				Toryn and Aetrius’ eyes grew wide, and the small boy tried desperately to reach a hand forward to quiet the horse. But it was too late. The sound reverberated through the trees. 
			

			
				Like small toddlers the walkers tumbled forward across the forest floor. Awkward. Clumsy. They knocked over anything that was in their path. Trees snapped like twigs as they made a direct line for the source of the sound. The only favor that Sariel, Aetrius, and Toryn had was how quickly their horses galloped. 
			

			
				As long as no new sound came from their group, the walkers would only go to the last known location and make blind assumptions from there. They had to keep moving. They had to keep putting distance between them. Sariel’s heart was beating terribly in her chest. Her arms were heavy. She ushered her horse forward even faster than before and she looked to Aetrius and Toryn to do the same. 
			

			
				They followed her lead, both without speaking. It was the longest Toryn had stayed quiet since she had known him. The closer the walkers got, the more the ground shook beneath their horses. Sariel rolled in the saddle like a ship in the waves. It took less than a minute for the walkers to close the distance and end up exactly where Tully had whinnied. They stood in the middle of the trail searching with hungry fingers and drooling mouths. She shuddered again. They could be so unbelievably quiet when they wanted to be. Their bodies blending into the forest around them, slinking between the trees, searching for food. 
			

			
				For a few seconds they fumbled along the trail, leading with their ghoulish hands, their long fingers pattering against the worn dirt. They did not find what they wanted. Again, they began to yell. Each one was louder than the other. Their screams bounced and echoed off of one another like howling monkeys on the islands off Fox Cove. 
			

			
				Sariel narrowed her eyes and furrowed her brow, willing herself to be brave. She held her breath. 
			

			
				Do not make a sound, she prayed to herself over and over again, hoping that the horses would hold. Do not make a sound. She had to stop herself from screaming. 
			

			
				The horses held, but the walkers had found the trail, and now they were following it. Slowly, and unsurely, yes, but they were still behind them and with their long legs they were covering ground quickly. Sariel leaned backwards and began to open her pack on the right side of her saddle bag. The leather was worn, and the buckle would flap and click against itself if she was not careful. As her horse ran, she steadied it in her hand and dug within. If she could just find something, anything to serve as a distraction.
			

			
				Cold iron pressed against her palm. She allowed herself a small smile. Sariel removed the small pot from the pack slowly, careful not to allow it to touch any part of anything that would produce a sound. She held it away from her chest so that it did not clash against her armor. It was a tricky move on a galloping horse, but she managed it, nonetheless.
			

			
				Sitting fully upright, she held the pot in her hands. The walkers continued to get closer. If they caught up, they would hear the horses, and it would all be over. They would be able to follow the sound of the hooves. The three of them would be torn apart by the walkers with relative ease. She would not allow it. She could not. Not when they had come so far.
			

			
				Sariel scanned the horizon. About a hundred feet forward on the trail, off to the left side there was a large gap—an empty space between the trees. The nearest trunk was almost fifty feet out. It was the perfect opportunity. Sariel switched the pot to her left hand and drew her arm back as far as she could in the saddle, bracing herself to throw from a seated position. 
			

			
				Aetrius slowly come to understand what she was doing. It took only a few seconds for the opening to appear, and when it did, Sariel threw the pot with all the effort she could muster. It curved through the air—a perfect arc, careening through open space into the woods. Pride swelled within her. 
			

			
				The pot would be loud enough to draw the tree walker’s attention. To pull them from the trail. Sariel and the others could run on unbothered. Better even. Forgotten. 
			

			
				She had done it. 
			

			
				The pot continued on its path making for a far tree. As it reached the end, it began to dip towards the ground, but at the last second it moved. It was ever so narrow. That’s all it took. To Sariel’s horror, it landed instead in a large patch of soft moss. Like thick carpet, the moss absorbed the sound.
			

			
				The metal was nearly silent.
			

			
				A wave of hopelessness washed over her. From the corner of her vision, she saw movement. An arrow flew from Aetrius’ bow. It caught the sun and glinted as it parted ferns and foliage with a soft whisper—the crimson fletching of its tail a red blur—a cardinal diving through the sky. Straight. Perfect. The arrow reached the soft patch of moss and collided heavily with the metal pot. Carrying the full force with which it had been sent, it tossed the pot across the forest floor and into a nearby tree. When the arrow first made contact, a bright metallic clink resounded from the belly of the forest floor. It threw the pot into the tree releasing a deep ringing. 
			

			
				Immediately, the walkers were drawn to the noises. Scurrying like rabid animals across the expanse they cut a hard angle from the trail, barreling through trees, shouldering over the weak and the small saplings, and snaking around those too thick and strong. Sariel led Toryn and Aetrius away, picking up speed as they rode. None of them yet dared to speak. Aetrius slid his bow back behind his cloak once more as the walkers approached the small pot.
			

			
				The Jaheer searched with their large hands, feeling against the ground and the trees with thick fingers, rubbing the bark from the trunks and the grass from soil. They twisted their heads and tried desperately to hear more movement. They found nothing, save for the pot and the arrow. The pair of them seemed to grow angry at the lack of options. Lifting their heads they began to holler. Deep. Dry. Guttural. Sariel almost smiled as the two began to grow angry and claw at each other, but then she caught herself. 
			

			
				Pair...
			

			
				Sariel whipped her head to look behind, and a frantic gasp escaped her lips. She could not help it. In the excitement of the moment, in the noise and the flurry, she had been unobservant. They all had. The third Jaheer had come up behind them. With long slow strides, as if it were just a tree in the thick forest. Unseen. Unheard. Undetected. 
			

			
				By the time she had turned, it was there. Large hands wrapped around the rear of Ílmur’s body. It peeled the horse from the trail. Her strong legs worked furiously, still running at full speed. Up she went. Aetrius went with her. The forest died around them. Ílmur did not so much as snort as she was lifted. She was stuck in a trance, and Aetrius still wore a smug smile on his face, proud of the arrow he had sent flying.
			

			
				A fraction of a second of painful silence that lasted a lifetime. 
			

			
				Nearing the walker's thighs, almost fifteen feet in the air, Ílmur was turned vertically between the creature's thick fingers. Aetrius fell from her back. He grabbed for the saddle, but he had no time to brace himself. Only at the moment the man left Ílmur’s back, did she finally begin to snort and kick and whinny with all the violence of a mouse caught between the claws of a cat. 
			

			
				Sariel turned her own horse just as Toryn did with Tully beside her. She held her arm out, instructing the boy to stay. To wait. Aetrius collided heavily with the ground as Sariel galloped forward. Ílmur’s cries seemed to embolden the boy. He pulled himself from the dirt and unsheathed his blade. With all her strength, Sariel slammed her hammer into the walker's right shin, and on the opposite side of the same shin Aetrius swung his sword. 
			

			
				The Jaheer released a blood curdling wail, and under her hammer she felt its skin break and bone splinter. On the other side Aetrius’ sword cut through its flesh like butter. It was enough to startle the large beast, and in a fit the Jaheer dropped Ílmur. The beautiful horse fell from its hands, tumbling nearly twenty-five feet through the empty space until she smashed into the ground near Aetrius’ side. The sound the horse made put ice through Sariel’s blood. Sound. Fear.
			

			
				The walker’s right leg buckled. Sariel rode around to drive the pointed end of her hammer into its opposite ankle, keeping the momentum. With both legs now crippled, it fell backwards on the trail, and Sariel did not allow a minute to be wasted. Leading her horse along its side, the pair galloped full speed towards the beasts’ head. She brought her hammer downward, turning her fear into strength and driving the pointed side into the center of the creature's face, where the space between its eyes would have been. It created a large crater that pushed down into the Jaheer’s skull. Thick black blood spat from the hole, and its tongue swung limply from its lips as its teeth clattered against each other one final time. A shouting from the trees told her the other walkers had heard them. They had to go.
			

			
				Now.
			

			
				Sariel gathered the reins, turned her mount. She gasped. At the base of the creature's feet, Ílmur struggled to stand. The horse trembled and shook as Aetrius pulled gently at the cheek piece of her reins. He was pleading—begging her to stand. He tried to lead her forward, to get her up, to get her back on her feet, but Sariel knew in her heart that it was all in vain.
			

			
				Ílmur’s hind legs were tucked awkwardly beneath her, twisted in ways she should not be. She would never stand again. No matter how hard she struggled.
			

			
				Still, every muscle in Ílmur’s back strained and shifted beneath her coat. Air escaped in a sad whistle from her nostrils. Her front hooves dug channels into the dark dirt. But she only sunk deeper. Again and again, she shook and collapsed to the ground, until finally she fell and did not attempt to rise.
			

			
				Sariel knew there was no time to linger. The ground beneath her had already begun to shake and tremble from the approach of the other two walkers. She loathed herself for it, but she rode forward, turning her horse from trot to gallop. As she passed Aetrius kneeling on the ground, she leaned from the side of her horse and scooped him from the dirt. His body was heavy. Lifeless. Sariel strained herself to carry him, but she placed him behind herself in the saddle. 
			

			
				They pulled away in silence, her horse pushing onward as fast as he could carry the two of them. Toryn fell in beside them. The distance between them and Ílmur lengthened. If they stayed, they would die. Aetrius knew it too. 
			

			
				Within seconds the remaining two walkers closed in on Ílmur. Their terrible hollering filled the air. Ílmur’s distress was so loud, so vivid, that it ripped through Sariel as if it were here in her place.
			

			
				Her eyes watered at the thought—at Ílmur the one thing she had grown to know as constant leave her behind to die. 
			

			
				Aetrius turned behind Sariel. For a second, she thought the boy was throwing himself off, returning to comfort his horse. She jerked her arm backward and grabbed him at the waist, but he had only drawn his bow.
			

			
				The Shadestalker notched a single arrow, his back now pressed stiffly against Sariel’s. He held it there, trembling and shaking against her. Then he loosed it all the same. 
			

			
				Like all his shots before, the arrow sped straight and true. It raced down the trail—ripping along like the shadow of a speeding hawk. It found Ílmur just as the beasts wrapped their hands around her, just as Sariel could not bear to watch any longer. All noises of struggle ceased.
			

			
				Ílmur went still.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 33:
			

			
				Rot and Ruin
			

			
				 
			

			
				The rest of the morning passed painfully. The Jaheer did not follow. They had ridden as if they had anyway, clearing a nearly two-day ride in less than one, and driving the two remaining horses to their limits.
			

			
				Toryn was afraid. Terrified of every passing shadow. Every trunk of every tree that looked slightly out of place. He would not be the first to break their collective silence, however.
			

			
				It was early afternoon when they finally cleared the forest edge of the trees, and Toryn had never been more glad for anything. He never wanted to see a tree again. The thought of the forest filled him with dread. The dread filled him with remorse. On their return, when they were not pressed for time, he would have Sariel take them all the way around the outskirts. Never again would he head through the thick of the Veil. 
			

			
				Sariel led them without speaking. Silent tears had fallen from his older brother’s face, but even then Aetrius had looked expressionless. Blank. His lips were drawn tightly in a straight line, and his eyes were fixated on the back of Sariel’s shoulders. Toryn swallowed another round of his own. He had already cried once, and he would not let himself be so selfish again. Besides, he hated crying around the others. They treated him as a child to be soothed when he did. 
			

			
				The sun was masked by clouds, and a chill clung to the air outside of the wood. The first snowfall would be soon. Toryn could feel it in his bones, but he hoped it would wait until they were done and settled. They had not eaten breakfast before they left, nor did they stop for lunch as they approached the afternoon. Toryn’s mind was far too preoccupied for him to hunger. He suspected the others were the same. No one mentioned it.
			

			
				It was beautiful here in a way that Stonehorn had never been—the land wild and untamed. Save for the trail that they rode upon, it was miles and miles of untouched territory as far as the eye could see. Toryn both liked and hated it. It was awe inspiring yet isolating. He was more alone here than he had ever been at home. Once more he found himself longing for the comfort of his friends. This time, however, even his brother was unreachable. He grew smaller in his saddle as they rode.
			

			
				By the late afternoon the forest disappeared behind the horizon to their rear, and ahead stood the ruins of Ammeríl. If the land before had been untouched, here it had been bent into submission. Sariel had decided very begrudgingly that they would rest within the ruins tonight. They needed a break. Aetrius and the horses most of all. Most of the main fortress still stood—abandoned to time. Sariel told them that at the top they could shut themselves in and be safe. She had personally cleared it of beasts long ago, she assured Toryn.
			

			
				Ammeríl was a beautiful stone construct. No one was certain who had built it. Durvar? Men? Elves? It was abandoned since before history had been kept—it’s odd placement beside the Veil and its distance from the other cities allowed it to stay that way. Sariel believed it was a monument to the ‘hubris of man,’ whatever that meant, Toryn was unsure. What little sunlight broke through the clouds seemed to sit and hold within it. It was more of a wide tower than a city, tiered in layers, stretching upwards towards the gray sky. 
			

			
				Aetrius stared only at his boots, swinging softly from the side of Sariel’s horse. 
			

			
				The sun began to set as they approached the city, soaking them in its waning glow. The dusk painted the rocks pink and orange, and the tower, which had been carved to hold intricate floral patterns, now held every color. Normally Toryn would have much to say, but this time he bit his tongue. The questions that rose in his head stayed there. He did not want to be a bother to the others, who seemed content in their silence. 
			

			
				The fortress was built onto a small hill. Long ago it had been the center of a small village, with walls, shops, and homes. Now, only the main center tower remained. It was a ten-floor castle, built with alternating pillars that curved and twisted under one another. Balconies lined windows, statues hung on corners, and tall windows reflected the remaining sunlight back out to the world. 
			

			
				They entered through the main hall, where two large doors had once been. Only iron hinges remained, bolted strongly into the stone frame. The wood had crumbled. Whatever furniture had lined the main rooms had disappeared, taken long ago by looters and traders to sell for its craftsmanship and value. It was a shell of an entryway. They would not stay here, though. Sariel led them to the grand staircase. It was at the rear of the room, the stairs were twenty feet wide, and carved from solid stone in single large slabs. One per step. There were a few cracks in what remained, but overall, it had held well. They brought the horses with them. Toryn could not help but wonder if there had ever been horses inside when people still used it, or if they were breaking some unspoken rule. 
			

			
				They climbed the stairs slowly, despairingly, each step a chore and by the time they reached the top the sun was all but gone. There, on the threshold of the top floor, Aetrius’ face relaxed for the first time today. 
			

			
				At one point this floor had been a meeting place. A massive expanse of beautiful wooden flooring, intricately painted ceilings, and a heavy chandelier told its stories. The far wall which faced the horizon was not a wall at all, but a giant stained-glass window. 
			

			
				Toryn thought immediately of Orn’s shop, and he knew Aetrius was doing the same. The window showed a strange creature. A two headed lioness. One head had the face of an old woman, the other a young one. Both were beautiful. Both were severe. They made their makeshift camp at the edge of the room, beside the fireplace, sprawling their mats out on the beautiful birchwood floor. The three heads would watch them sleep.
			

			
				Toryn was so preoccupied with the window, and with his brother, that at first he did not notice Sariel. She wrapped the edges of the room, as if afraid of its center. The furniture here had stayed. Most of it had been destroyed. Claw marks. Sword cuts. Blood stains. Wood splinters and broken glass. She traced it with gloved fingers.
			

			
				“What is this place?” Toryn finally had the confidence to ask. His voice echoed in the empty room. The sunset poured through the large window. Sariel walked in front of it, her body cast in shadow. “And what is that thing?” He pointed at the stained glass.
			

			
				“No one knows. There is more mystery in Ammeríl than there is truth. Most people just create their own.”
			

			
				“You have been here before?” Aetrius’ voice cracked. 
			

			
				“Once,” Sariel said. “And I swore I would not return. But I see no other option for us tonight.” She shrugged. She began to drag furniture loudly towards the fireplace. A few small tables. A couple chairs. Toryn rushed to help. 
			

			
				“What happened here?” Toryn asked Sariel as he got close, whispering so that Aetrius could not hear. He could see her face and she looked afraid. It was a horrid expression to see on someone of such strength. 
			

			
				Stopped halfway between the window and the small camp they had begun to create, a wobbly table rocked gently at her feet. Claw marks gouged the stone beneath it. Toryn remembered the night they had met. The beasts of the mountains. The thuluk.
			

			
				Toryn grabbed her hand, hoping to comfort her. 
			

			
				“There was a monster,” she pointed at her face with the hand he did not touch. At the scars that traced her jaw. At the chunk missing from her lips. Her hand trembled in Toryn’s.
			

			
				“Are you afraid?” Toryn whispered again.
			

			
				She nodded her head. Only slightly. Only enough for him to see. 
			

			
				He squeezed his hand inward. “I won’t tell.” 
			

			
				She squeezed back.
			

			
				“I am sorry about your horse,” Sariel boomed towards Aetrius apologetically, in her typical gruff fashion. She continued dragging the table over. When she got closer, she leaned forward and tossed a few broken chair legs into the fire. 
			

			
				“Me too,” Aetrius mumbled.
			

			
				“There’s nothing more you could’ve done,” she said. “It’s not your fault.” Wordlessly she shot a spark from her hand. The crushed wood roared to life. The shadows in the corner seemed to stretch toward them, before slinking away.
			

			
				Her magic always surprised Toryn, always drove him made with envy. If he could only be a knight and a weaver, then he could help Elena win the war overnight. He was sure of it.
			

			
				“Can you teach me to do that?” Toryn asked, wide-eyed. 
			

			
				“No.”
			

			
				Aetrius shrugged. He sat down in an armchair beside the roaring fire. “I should have released her outside of Direfell when I had the chance. It was selfish to hang on to her. I made a promise,” he said, speaking slowly, “and I failed.”
			

			
				“She wouldn’t have left you if you had,” Sariel said. “Ílmur was a Hímal, not some common draft horse, and you were her rider. She would have stayed with you. Promise or no promise.”
			

			
				“She did really love you,” Toryn added in affirmation. “She wouldn’t have gone if you set her free, she would’ve followed.”
			

			
				“It’s not your fault,” Sariel repeated.
			

			
				“Why does it not feel like it?” Aetrius asked no one. He was watching the fire, his attention elsewhere. 
			

			
				“Because it hurts anyway,” she answered. 
			

			
				Toryn went to squeeze in beside Aetrius. They were made to be one person chairs, and the result pressed each of them tightly against each other. He was warmer than the fire. 
			

			
				“It doesn’t make us feel better just because we did our best, even if there was no more to give.” Whether Sariel was speaking to Aetrius or herself, Toryn did not know.
			

			
				“I only wish she could have known what we were doing. What we are doing,” Aetrius said softly, wrapping an arm around Toryn. “Even though it wouldn’t make it any easier, I wish that she knew that she died for something.”
			

			
				“We should all be so lucky,” Sariel responded. She made her way towards her sleeping mat. “In one hundred years, the entire continent will tell our story. When they do, they will speak of her. Ílmur. The horse that carried Aetrius the Crown Bearer from Stonehorn to Ammeríl. In name, she will run freely across every city in Ehmen. Perhaps that is enough.”
			

			
				“No,” Aetrius smiled sadly, pausing, “it is not. But it is something.” Toryn was already beginning to fall asleep on his shoulder, so Aetrius stood from the chair and stretched. “Come, Toryn. Let’s go to bed, we have more traveling to do tomorrow.” 
			

			
				“Will you carry me down the stairs in the morning?” Toryn yawned dramatically. “I don’t think I want to climb all the way back down. It took so long to get up here.”
			

			
				“Of course,” Aetrius whispered with a smile, scooping Toryn from the chair, and placing him on his sleeping mat. “I will carry you wherever you need me to, until you are too large for me to carry, which will be very soon if you do not stop growing.” 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 34:
			

			
				The Wolf of Ammeríl
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sariel woke to the sounds of violent struggle. Before she could move, cold steel pressed into the center of her throat. She opened her eyes to watch a rough steel boot collide with Aetrius’ face just across from her. He released a groan and blood poured from gash that opened above his eyebrow. Sariel’s rage began to rise, and she made to stand, but the blade on her throat pushed inward. It was gentle at first, but with a sharp burning pain, her own warm blood began to flow.
			

			
				The steel stopped a fraction of an inch from her artery. It throbbed under the pressure, each beat bringing another stab of pain.
			

			
				“Shhhhhhh. Easy now, beast,” a gruff voice boomed from above her. “You don’t want us to hurt your friends, do you?” It goaded.
			

			
				Sariel would have recognized it anywhere. Many nights, the sound of her name on his lips still haunted her dreams.
			

			
				Volmir.
			

			
				He towered above her now. The tip of his longsword pushed her jaw upwards. Sariel’s face twisted beyond her control as she looked at his blank helmet. Her eyes scanned the rest of the room. She still saw them for what they used to be. Brothers. Sisters. Lightbringers of the Third Flame. Hot angry tears began to pool in the corners of her eyes no matter how hard she tried to stop them. 
			

			
				“We’ve missed you. Can’t you tell?” She could see his disgust through his helmet. It hung in his movements. “The Lightmothers set all of us out to welcome you home.” 
			

			
				How stupid she had been to come back here—to the place of her undoing. How long had they been waiting for her? She wondered. She had led the boys into their trap. Now they will die for me.
			

			
				Sariel was seated, her legs stretched out in front of her, and her chest slightly upright. Her back was pressed against the foot of an armchair. No more than a few paces in front of her, Aetrius was held against the floor. His hands were bound behind his back with thick rope, his mouth gagged with a length of fabric, and a thick and heavy boot was sinking deeply into the nape of his neck. He struggled to breathe against the floorboards, and looked frantically towards Sariel, trying to find Toryn with his eyes. The Fawn was behind him. A thick gloved hand held him upright by his hair. His wrists were tied together in front of him, and his mouth was gagged the same as Aetrius. Tears bled from the corners of his eyes. 
			

			
				“Don’t look at them, bitch. Look. At. Me,” Volmir ordered, stepping to the side to block Toryn from view. He held his sword still on her throat as he pivoted. “We’ve waited so long for your return, I will have your attention.” His boots struck the ground heavily as he walked. He was large, just as tall as Sariel but much thicker. His shoulders were wide, and his armor was so heavy that it could not be worn by a normal man. A maroon sun split his breastplate. The others were the same. Hiding in the corners of the room. Sariel counted fifteen. Nearly half of them were here.
			

			
				“Why are you back?” He asked smugly. 
			

			
				She said nothing.
			

			
				 “Go on then, bark for us, dog.” A few of the others stirred in their places when he called her that, but she paid them no mind. He was toying with her. She hated him. Gods she had always hated him. Her anger burned inside her like boiling water, lapping at her innards. If she had been the Lightbringer’s shield, then he had been their sword. A divine weapon. Used by the Lightmothers for any task given to them by Yûl that they deemed…unsavory. He alone had been overjoyed with her failure when she had returned from her task. He alone had offered himself to be their sword again…to be their weapon…to be their executioner. 
			

			
				“Just fucking kill me,” Sariel spat angrily, her throat bobbing up and down against his blade. “Spare me the sound of your incessant whimpering.” 
			

			
				With one hand, Volmir unbuckled his helmet and pulled it from his head. Short dark hair sat parted on his head, pressed flat by the helmet. His face was shaved clean, and thick eyebrows arched violently to arrow-like points above bright golden eyes. They were coals, inlaid on his tanned and unmarred skin, and tonight they were burning. He smiled sarcastically at her comment. Then he turned, and using his full strength he threw his steel helmet directly into the side of Toryn’s face. 
			

			
				It smashed against the boy. Splattering the floor with his blood. He went limp in his captor's hands, releasing a painful sob before he regained himself. Aetrius shouted from underneath his gag, muffled screams echoing, his body squirming, and he was met with another kick. This one slammed into the side of his ribs and lifted his body from the ground with a resounding crack of broken bone. He went quiet and gasped for breath. Sariel tried to move and again the tip of Volmir’s sword pressed into her. He smiled. 
			

			
				“It’s Sunsteel, bitch. Blessed to kill a monster. Want to find out how badly it burns? I will ask again, and if you do not answer, I will kill one of them. You may decide which,” he relished the words. Turned them over and over in his mouth. He was excited. He had waited for this moment. She could see it on him. 
			

			
				“Why are you here?” 
			

			
				“We’re passing through,” Sariel answered. Truthful. Volmir’s fist swung in a short arc, colliding with the side of her face. The room brightened and dimmed as her vision flashed. Rough hands grabbed her and bound her wrists. The taste of iron filled her mouth, and Sariel noticed the small weight of a tooth laying against her tongue. She spat it onto her chest. 
			

			
				Zala, the woman who held Toryn, made to step forward as if to help, but caught herself. Sariel almost smiled. Zala had been kind once. But that was worlds away.
			

			
				Now, as Sariel lay limply, her body bound, and Volmir standing over her, there was no kindness. 
			

			
				There is no kindness on all of Aeolin, she sobbed to herself.
			

			
				Volmir’s grip tightened on his sword. “You are heading to her, aren’t you? To Elena?” He looked over to Aetrius. “To your new Queen?”
			

			
				“Why ask a question you already know the answer to?” Sariel wheezed defeatedly from behind her shattered teeth and bloody lips.
			

			
				Volmir smirked. “Did your new master not tell you when he sent you? Did he not tell you that the Third Flame has already joined Elena’s cause? No,” he shook his head dramatically. “No, if you knew, then you would not have come. You would have known there was no place for you. Where does the wolf fit in amongst the deer?”
			

			
				Sariel’s desperation sat within her in a way that she had never experienced before. It permeated every inch of her being, extended past the physical body, and rooted itself in her spirit. She should never have come. She should never have endangered Toryn and Aetrius like this.
			

			
				Not when they were still searching for her. Not when they still hunted her. 
			

			
				“You look so disappointed. Did you not know we would come for you?” He crouched down to look at her with venom held in his eyes. “The Mothers have ordered your death. I know you have not forgotten. Now, your new Queen does as well.” Sariel could not hide her shock.
			

			
				“You lie,” she spat. Even as she said it she noticed the stag on their armor. This time it clicked.
			

			
				“There is nowhere left for you to hide. Not here. Not in Thume. Not in all of Ehmen. Your new Queen would see you dead for your betrayal. She sent us for you, Sariel. And for what you carry.” He stood again and began to pace. “Which one of you has the crown?!” The words reverberated across the empty room as he looked between them. His voice dropped in volume but remained in strength. “Do not make me look for it.”
			

			
				Elena really had ordered her death. She had sent them. How else would he know of the crown? After all they had done for her, the Queen had betrayed them. 
			

			
				Sariel’s fear rose above her frustration. Volmir could not be allowed to take it. There was nothing he desired more than strength, more than power. He could not be trusted to bring it to Elena. 
			

			
				The others had to know this. Why did they allow this? Why were they all just standing there, following him?
			

			
				“Please-” she began, looking at the other Lightbringers in the room. 
			

			
				“Silence!” Volmir growled, driving his fist into Toryn’s stomach. He glared at Sariel, daring her to speak again. “You must know something,” Volmir said finally, moving over to Aetrius and kneeling down beside his face. “Release him,” he commanded, looking to the Lightbringer who stood on Aetrius’ neck. 
			

			
				The man removed his boot slowly, and Aetrius coughed at the removal of the pressure. Blood and drool pooled out from under his gag as he regained his breath. Volmir took him by the shoulders and turned him over. Then he shoved his fingers into his mouth and pulled the gag downward, letting it fall under Aetrius’ chin. Aetrius’ hair was matted with wet blood from the gash in his forehead. 
			

			
				He looked to Toryn, taking in the scene before him. Then, he looked to Sariel, with pain and betrayal on his face. His look stung her, but now was not the time to defend herself. 
			

			
				“Sorry you got wrapped up in all this,” Volmir hummed to Aetrius, dusting off his shoulders. “Wrong place, wrong time, wrong company, I’m afraid.”
			

			
				Aetrius said nothing but held his gaze intensely. Anger sunk his brow and Sariel slowly watched the Shadestalker return. 
			

			
				“Where is the crown, boy?” Volmir asked, his voice beginning to crack in frustration. “Give it to me, and we will take the Wolf and leave you be. You and the child need not die for her tonight.” 
			

			
				“Aet-” Sariel began to say. 
			

			
				“SILENCE,” Volmir yelled. “You had your chance to speak!” He spun to her angrily, his eyes crazed and spittle flying from the corners of his lips. He returned his gaze to Aetrius only when it was clear Sariel would say no more, and he brushed his long hair back with the palm of his hand. “Where is the crown?”
			

			
				Aetrius bit his tongue until blood filled his mouth and then he spat. The thick glob smacked Volmir in the face. Sariel had to respect his bravery.
			

			
				“Okay.” Volmir shrugged, wiped the spit away with the back of his hand, and released a deep sigh. “I tried to be nice.” With his right hand he reached upward to his belt and removed a small handaxe. Without a word he swung it downward at Aetrius’ right wrist. It sank into the wooden floor beneath. Aetrius hollered and ripped his arm back into his chest. His gloved hand stayed behind. 
			

			
				Toryn tried to move to him, but Zala grabbed him by the scruff and held him still. He yelled against his gag and choked against her large hands. Volmir sat and waited until Aetrius grew quiet again. 
			

			
				“Tie that off,” Volmir ordered to the Lightbringer standing above, “we aren’t done with him yet. Don’t need the bastard bleeding out.” He sighed dramatically. “I hate that you made me do that, but I did ask kindly. I hope you are left-handed.” He stood up and moved to the side. The other Lightbringer crouched down with a new rope. This one he tied like a tourniquet just below the stump of Aetrius’ wrist, stalling the blood that poured outward from the wound. Aetrius whimpered but did not fight it. 
			

			
				“Now, I want to ask again where the crown is,” Volmir said, “and this time I would like you to tell me. Otherwise, I will do the same to the child.” He turned to Zala and nodded. She kicked harshly against the back of Toryn’s knees, and he collapsed onto them. Then she raised his hands out in front of him despite his efforts to pull them back, and Volmir stood, holding his sword above them. 
			

			
				“Wait…wait,” Aetrius croaked weakly. “St-st-stop.” His face had gone pallid, the only color left behind were the dark spots under his eyes. Wet sweat clung to his forehead and mixed with his blood. He wrapped his hand tightly to his chest. 
			

			
				“Yes?” Volmir crooned, turning back to him with a wide smile. 
			

			
				“It’s here, it’s here,” Aetrius stumbled over the words. “I have it, it’s in my pouch.” He fumbled for his cloak, trying desperately to grab at it with the hand that was no longer there. “Please, leave him alone, he’s done nothing. He’s just a boy.” 
			

			
				Volmir dropped his sword down to his side and strolled over to Aetrius.
			

			
				“Allow me,” he volunteered, pulling Aetrius slightly upwards by the shoulders. Aetrius bent at the waist, his legs still flat against the ground, as Volmir rummaged through his pouches until he found what he was looking for. As soon as he located it he released him. Aetrius fell back down with a loud thud. 
			

			
				Sariel tried to make eye contact with the boy, but he ignored her. Volmir brought forth the small wooden box. Sariel had seen it only once before, when they had first left Direfell. On each of its edges was a metallic latch. Volmir opened them with a soft click and hesitated for a moment before removing the lid. Sariel could not see the inside from here, but she could see the expression change on his face.
			

			
				Power. 
			

			
				“Thank you,” Volmir said, looking between Sariel, Aetrius, and Toryn and bowing in exaggerated fashion. “The Whisper Weaver will be most pleased, and the Third Flame will be rewarded greatly, I imagine.” He smiled at the other Lightbringers in the room who jeered along with him. 
			

			
				Their self-righteousness made Sariel’s stomach turn. Made her blood boil. Anger began to rise inside of her. She did everything to control it. It clawed at her skin. It begged to escape. She stomped it back down. She buried it. She could not lose control. Not now. Not here. Not with Aetrius and Toryn still around. She would have to wait. 
			

			
				Then, she could kill them all.
			

			
				“Release them.” Sariel willed her voice to hold, willed her voice to sound strong. “You got what you came for. Take me. Leave them. Take me!” She pleaded. Volmir turned to her, his eyes crazed. She looked from him to the other Lightbringers who stood silently. Sentinels in the dark. “Have you no shame?! Have you no honor?! You would harm an innocent man and his brother—a child?! What has become of you?! You work in darkness –,” her voice cracked, “–Yûl will have your station.” 
			

			
				They stared at her, no more than empty suits of armor as Volmir closed in. He crouched down beside her, his hot breath pouring over her face. Each word was loud enough for them all to hear.
			

			
				“Yûl’s words pour through the Lightmothers. They alone share his will. Not you. None of you will leave tonight,” he whispered, patting the side of her face with his hand. She struggled against her bindings. He ignored her. “You are not the only one holding secrets. They are Varrow’s sons!” He laughed, standing, and clapping his hands as moved towards Aetrius to stand over him again. He looked at Sariel and smiled. “This is the Oak’s first-born bastard!” Volmir delivered a swift kick to Aetrius’ gut, and blood dribbled from the edges of his lips. 
			

			
				Toryn sobbed beneath his gag softly as Zala held him in place. Sariel did not show her confusion, but it ate at her. From the ground below, Aetrius looked with eyes fogged over. She gained no insight from his face. 
			

			
				Volmir continued his pacing until he stood next to Toryn. “And this,” he pulled Toryn’s head back by his hair, until the boy's eyes met his own, “is his third.” Volmir released his grip and returned to Aetrius, shaking his head. He pulled the Shadestalker from the ground by his shoulders, his voice filling the once great hall. “Your sister, Elena Valdarian, is the only heir to the Oaken Throne. She has charged me with ridding the excess.” His hand tightened around his sword. 
			

			
				Sariel lurched forward but it was too late. 
			

			
				Volmir buried the blade in Aetrius until the tip protruded from his back. The Shadestalker cried out in pain and convulsed against the steel, and Volmir ripped it clean swiftly. He allowed the body to fall heavily against the stone floor. 
			

			
				Aetrius went still.
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 35:
			

			
				Heir to the Throne
			

			
				 
			

			
				Elena stepped into the sandstone hallway where Kairn waited, cloaked, and hooded, with a torch held firmly in his hand. He smiled, his face cast in the yellow glow. Neither spoke. But that was alright with her. Kairn was a comfortable silence. 
			

			
				Together they began their slow descent. He led. She followed. Winding staircase after winding staircase. Hallway after hallway. Elena’s boots found the spaces in the stone that had been worn smooth—spaces where others had walked before, and she did not feel alone. Kairn had a bag slung over his shoulder that bobbed with his steps. Elena kept her eyes on it.
			

			
				The fortress beside the water was cold in a way that only added to her growing unfamiliarity. It dug into her skin and sunk down to touch her bones. Elena wrapped her hands around each other in her pockets and rubbed, hoping to produce a shred of warmth. None was to be found. So, she reached out and took Kairn’s hand with her own.
			

			
				If I will not have warmth, I will have comfort, she thought. 
			

			
				Kairn squeezed gently.
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				“Run, Fawn!” Sariel bellowed to Toryn. Her words became twisted with the voice of another. 
			

			
				“RUN!”
			

			
				The edges of her vision darkened. She allowed the wrath to consume her like flame would parchment. From the tip of her being it writhed its way inward, charring everything in its path. Hot rage filled her mouth with the taste of bloody iron. It burned her innards. It marred her form. Her muscles ripped from her bones in fibrous strings. Her skin split like an overripe fruit—her sweetness soured as she spilled onto the wood floor beneath, in pools of dark blood and wet flesh. 
			

			
				The Wolf of Ammeríl rose violently from the frame of Sariel, shedding her body like excess, until it stood where she once had. Twelve feet tall on its hind legs. Twice the size of a large man. A gaping maw of ivory white teeth gnashed against each other as it breathed heavily, savoring the air. 
			

			
				Its eyes were no longer Sariel’s—were no longer human. They looked, and she did not see. They scanned the room, orbs in the black, stopping on the frames of those that stood nearby. The beast began to growl deeply. It was the sound of stone grinding upon stone. 
			

			
				The Lightbringers slunk back. They tried to hide in the darkness—to cling to the shadows. But there was nowhere it could not see. 
			

			
				The night belonged to the wolf.
			

			
				Shouts came as if from a distant room. Everything happened through the haze of a dream—from behind a fogged window. Armor clattered seconds after it moved. Lips formed words that did not fill her ears until they had stilled. Her mind was no longer her own, and she was no longer safe there. Her body did not belong to her.
			

			
				The wolf was in control now.
			

			
				Kill or be killed. She reared her ugly head. If it is to use me, I will see my wrath inflicted.
			

			
				Lips curled. Mouth twisted. The howl poured from her throat. It vibrated up her trachea, filling her nose with moist air. For so long she had held it in. There was a freedom in this anger that she could not fathom. There was a freedom in surrender—in rage. 
			

			
				Her head lowered. It was so light. It moved with such ease. A man rushed to meet her, and her mouth grew savory with the taste of his blood. She tore with claws that were not her own. Teeth closed on soft flesh. Life poured down her maw. Flesh. Man flesh.
			

			
				Rage.
			

			
				Rage.
			

			
				Rage.
			

			
				She drank from it. She swam in it. A Lightbringer was there and then he was gone, the two halves of him split like dry kindling. She was no longer human. She need not play by their rules. She need not suffer their weakness. 
			

			
				Rip.
			

			
				Claw.
			

			
				Devour.
			

			
				A never-ending stream of bodies. They fed her with their shame, and she drank from the marrow of their foolishness. Flesh torn from bone, limbs torn from trunks, jaws unhinged. She was there and she was not. Another moved towards her, and she lifted body from floor. Hard teeth cracked steel helmet. Legs twitched against the open air. Blood poured from the skull like strawberry wine, only sweeter.
			

			
				No more came, but she could wait for their advance no longer. It was her turn. Her arms buzzed excitedly, her body charged with energy, with desire. She would find them. It crossed the floor on fours, splintering the wood with weight and claws. 
			

			
				I am no longer me. I am no longer human.
			

			
				I am a shadow in the night. I am a wolf in the dark.
			

			
				They could not see without eyes. There was no exit. There was no escape. Flesh so soft she buried herself in it, fist over fist, ripping, pulling, tearing, snarling. Savoring.
			

			
				More.
			

			
				More.
			

			
				More.
			

			
				She bathed herself in viscera, baptized herself in blood. It stood tall on two legs, mouth opening and closing, eyes wide. Searching for the next. The crashing of steel, the pain in her arm. How fast it faded as the wound closed in upon itself. A skull picked clean. 
			

			
				I am no longer me. I am no longer human.
			

			
				I am a shadow in the night. I am a wolf in the dark.
			

			
				Its whole body shook with each breath. Shoulders so heavy. Arms so long. Let them swing. Let them swing. LET THEM SWING. Lips dry. Bodies wet. Let thirst be quenched. 
			

			
				A voice yelled. She heard it. Familiar. The cause of the pain. No helmet could hide the face from her. Volmir. 
			

			
				“VOLMIR!”
			

			
				 Fury. A burning fire—a screaming forge. It saw him move. It saw his light. It saw his steel. It felt it, it burned so hot. It tore into shoulder with teeth. It swallowed. Claws raked flesh. Jaws split bone. Screams went silent as others rose. Echoes from so far away. Blood in her mouth.
			

			
				I am no longer me. I am no longer human.
			

			
				I am a shadow in the night. I am a wolf in the dark.
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				Marcella willed herself to continue down the winding stone staircase. Step. After. Step. Protests rose in her heart. So furious, she thought a rib might break. Her hands shook. They never shook.
			

			
				The queen held Gyldor outward in front of her, the large amber blade nearly pulling her onward with its familiar weight firmly planted in her palm. It brought her some semblance of comfort. Though not enough.
			

			
				Her Chosen were far behind now and she wished they were here—not stationed stoically beside the wide door shut so many floors above. But Marcella knew this was her journey to take, and hers alone. With each step, she found herself longing for their company. For the security they provided her.
			

			
				The bowels of the castle were a miserable place. Moisture clung to the walls. Dripped from the ceilings. Strange moss grew near the pools where it collected. It smelled stale. The air was heavy. There were torches here, which never went out, a product of magic older than herself. But their dull light did little to stave off the oppressive darkness. Each only brushed it back for another few feet. 
			

			
				I am a fool for coming here. I am a fool for coming alone, she thought. Without the crown there is nothing to be accomplished. Nothing to be said. Nothing to be gained. I will be lucky to leave with my life. 
			

			
				But Marcella had to see it. To look upon it with her own eyes. She had come too far. She had sacrificed too much. She was so close to accomplishing her task—her purpose, she could taste it in the stale air. 
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				Toryn’s shoulders burned as if they had been poked and prodded by a thousand blades. His legs were numb beneath him. He no longer felt the steps as he ran. He felt only Aetrius—his brothers limp body weighed heavily on his side. Stair by stair, floor by floor, he dragged his older brother down. 
			

			
				I cannot drop him. I will not drop him. He grit his teeth and cried out in pain, spittle gathering at the corners of his mouth. 
			

			
				Tully pranced nervously behind them.
			

			
				Aetrius’ breath was low and ragged, but it was still there. Toryn felt it against his own chest with each draw. He pleaded with the Gods. Begged them by name. 
			

			
				Archor. Ivar. Yûl. Grant me the strength to save my brother, please. He’s all I have! Each time Aetrius released his breath, Toryn feared it would be the last. Each time he repeated his prayer.
			

			
				“We’re almost there,” Toryn panted. “We’re almost there. Just hang on and I can get you back to Orn. We can make it back. We can make it back.” 
			

			
				I can do this, he told himself. The Ivar’s Moss was lost with Ílmur—the magic with Sariel. It was only him now. Him and Aetrius. Toryn had to find a way to save his brother.
			

			
				“I’m sorry,” Aetrius choked and spit up bright, red blood. “I’m so sorry, Toryn.”
			

			
				Toryn felt the pain rip through him as if it were his own.
			

			
				“I love you, Toryn. I love you,” Aetrius said over and over with small weak breaths. Between the bleeding it sounded as if he were drowning. “You have to leave me,” he begged, letting his body grow heavier. “You have to go.”
			

			
				“I won’t,” Toryn promised, pulling Aetrius back to his feet with a strained cry. I won’t drop you. He was sobbing, he could feel the hot tears running down his cheeks, but he wasn’t sure when they began. 
			

			
				A violent screech echoed in the staircase far above them. Then howling and snarling. Retching.
			

			
				I won’t drop you, Toryn swore, taking another step down. I won’t leave you.
			

			
				Sariel had become something terrible. Something inhuman. 
			

			
				Toryn remembered then that night in the woods, all those months ago. The eyes in the darkness. Peering, hungry eyes.
			

			
				We have to escape before it kills us.
			

			
				At the bottom of the staircase, Toryn was sure he would collapse. He was sure he would never be able to use his arms again. But he did anyway. He threw Aetrius over the saddle and pulled himself up to sit behind him. He grabbed Tully's reins. 
			

			
				Toryn spurred the horse on as fast as he could gallop.
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				The ships bobbed silently in the black water beside the docks. Hundreds of them. Sworn to Elena’s name. Sworn to her fight. She imagined the people who slept on them now. Thousands, she knew. Thousands more will fly my banners. From Windkeep to Whitefield. Men. Women. Lightbringers. Dwarves. Elves… Soldiers. 
			

			
				Kairn turned. Elena released his hand. At the far edge of the dock, closest to the water, a grouping of torches bobbed silently. Familiar faces were cast in light and shadow. They waited for her. Elena removed her cloak, fashioned from the pelt of a cave bear. Even still, it smelled of her father. She folded it neatly in her hands as they walked. The faces of her council grew nearer. 
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				Glass shattered as the wolf threw a Lightbringer from the window. The woman weighed no more than a gold coin. Her steel armor collided with the colorful art, and with the sound of howling air, the woman disappeared into the darkness.
			

			
				Faster.
			

			
				Faster. 
Faster.
			

			
				Stronger it grew. Shattering stone like twigs as it tore through the rooms, descending the floors. Hunger. Pain. Anger. Sariel’s vision shrank, and finally she saw no more. Her part to play had ended. Her body no longer belonged to her.
			

			
				I am no longer me. I am no longer human.
			

			
				I am a shadow in the night. I am a wolf in the dark.
			

			
				It was wrath and fury. It was hunger and fear. It was death. Men and women crushed like worms beneath heavy boots. Flesh and Blood. Nothing more. Searching. Searching. Searching. 
			

			
				For something, for someone, a piece of her. Lost. It did not know.
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				Marcella reached the base of the stairs and stepped forward onto the smooth stone. The ground was flat. Unmarred. This had not been dug by man, she knew. It was colder here. Her breath hung before the torchlight. Just ahead stood a large stone door. Plain. No handle. No markings. Only a slit against its left side, and a small seam around its edges. Without thought, Marcella inserted the tip of Gyldor into the small opening. There is no turning back now. 
			

			
				Marcella drove the sword in until the hilt met the wall, and it could go no further. She turned it, like a key in a lock, and a dull click vibrated from deep within the stone. 
			

			
				The queen held her breath as the door began to slide open, its loud grinding filling her ears and the chamber beyond. She removed the sword. Warm air rushed to meet her. Humid air. The queen could smell it long before she could see it. Its breath filled the chamber like a panting dog. A deep rattling echoed out as the door slid from view and disappeared into the stone wall. 
			

			
				Marcella was no longer alone.
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				Toryn was aware of every rock and pebble as they rode—each bump in the saddle, for it caused his brother to release a small and sharp gasp of pain. Still, Toryn pushed Tully as fast as the horse could handle. He drove him on until white foam formed on the corners of his mouth and nose. 
			

			
				West. We have to push west. Back to Orn, we can make it back to Orn. 
			

			
				But Toryn did not know where else to go.
			

			
				“I can hear her,” Aetrius murmured from in front of Toryn. His words were spotty, and they came between cold shivers “I can hear her voice. I remember… I remember what she sounds like.”
			

			
				“Please, Aetrius,” Toryn begged. “Please. I can’t do it alone. I need you to hang on. Just a minute longer.” 
			

			
				Aetrius did not respond. Soon, he stopped making sounds for the rocks and pebbles.
			

			
				Away. Away. AWAY. I need a healer. I need Orn. He will be waiting. He can help.
			

			
				Into the hills they raced against time. 
			

			
				Tully leapt over a downed branch, and there was a violent shake. Aetrius fell from the horse. It happened in slow motion. Toryn reached out to grab him, but he was not quick enough. His fingers closed on empty air. 
			

			
				His older brother collided heavily with the dirt trail.
			

			
				Toryn sprung from the saddle and rushed to Aetrius' side, kneeling beside him, ignoring the rocks that dug into his knees. His brother’s face had gone flush. His features looked thinner. His eyes shifted lazily to Toryn’s movement when he entered his view. 
			

			
				“Please,” Toryn cried, his hands shaking. He began to fumble at his side. Tears fell to the corners of his mouth. He could taste the salt on his tongue. 
			

			
				Aetrius looked at his face as if it was his first time ever seeing it, as if he were trying desperately to burn every inch into his memory.
			

			
				“Hold on, Aetrius. Please, hold on! Just give me a minute longer. I swear, I can fix it—I can fix you!”
			

			
				“It’s too late, Toryn.” Aetrius coughed again, and blood dribbled from the corners of his mouth. “It’s cut too deep. I’m dying–”
			

			
				“–NO!”
			

			
				“Go now, before it… before it comes for you,” Aetrius ordered. He moved to pull his sword from his sheath, but his fighting hand had been left behind. Instead, Aetrius rubbed the raw edges on the hilt. He did not seem to notice. “I will hold it off…g-go!” He tried to push Toryn away, but it was weak. 
			

			
				Toryn did not move. He dug into his pouch as Aetrius continued to murmur. He removed a small box, carved from oak wood. Each of its four sides was latched with metal. He opened them. One by one. The lid slid gently off. Eidor’s Crown sat on black satin. There was a moment—a blink of time where Toryn hesitated. 
			

			
				No longer. Toryn pulled it from the box and placed it upon his head. 
			

			
				I can help this time. 
			

			
				Pain shot through his veins in thick tendrils of fire. Pain he had never felt before. As if his blood was boiling beneath his skin. He opened his mouth to cry out, but no sound came. It faded quickly, and he released only a small sob, collapsing and cowering on the soft rising chest of his older brother. 
			

			
				“Toryn the Brave… you’re taller than I remember,” Aetrius mumbled. “Dirtier too.” 
			

			
				Aetrius ran a gentle hand through Toryn’s hair, and the rest of his pain seemed to dissipate with it. Toryn had never used magic. He tried to remember what Orn had told him, what Sariel had told him. He raised his right arm, and with everything in his body he willed Aetrius to heal. He willed his brother's wounds to close. He willed him to be better. 
			

			
				Nothing. 
			

			
				Again. This time taking Aetrius’ good hand with his own. He tried to imagine himself a weaver. How would he use the crown then? He imagined himself healing Aetrius, he imagined the wounds closing. Toryn squeezed his eyes shut in effort, the veins of his neck bulging.
			

			
				Still, nothing happened.
			

			
				“Please,” he mouthed to the heavens. “Please.”
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				There were too many of them for Fulwynn’s small sloop. They huddled together, Elena and her birds, brushing shoulders when the water rocked them. The other ships had been left far behind. The fortress top hung just over the horizon, and Elena crossed the deck in silence, looking towards it. 
			

			
				There was no body for them to burn or bury. She would set Varrow away the way her mother would’ve, in Kingsrest. The birds reached out their hands to touch her as she passed. To lend her strength. Sylvara’s hand lingered the longest. Thin. Gentle. Her wrist bruised purple. Elena felt something stirring within her when the elf touched her.
			

			
				Courage.
			

			
				Elena stopped just beside the glinting water. In her head came a song, with words she could hardly remember. So, she hummed the melody as she lowered the fur cloak.
			

			
				It rocked gently on the waves, bobbing on the surface for a few seconds before it began to take on water. Then it dipped down into the pressing darkness. Just before it disappeared, it glinted in the moonlight. Shone silver as if it were made from metal. Elena wondered if she had only imagined it.
			

			
				Goodbye father.
			

			
				Elena turned to face the people that accompanied her.
			

			
				“The crypt beneath the second tower holds the bodies of every King and Queen to rule Thume, since the First Son. All except one. King Varrow Valdarian, my father. He was murdered at Misthold trying to save our people—trying to save me. There is an inscription on the wall of the crypt that reads: No less has been given than my life, no more than my soul.
			

			
				“I won’t pretend to be half the leader my father was. But I will promise to give all that I have for Thume. King Varrow Valdarian is dead. We give his soul to the sea, that the waves may carry him to the fields of silver,” Elena managed to say before the tears came. She did not hide them this time.
			

			
				From a bag at his hip, Kairn removed a crown. Elena’s heart fluttered. She had not seen it in many years. Gold flowers and thin leaves. Jewels of green. Lilith. It belonged to her mother.
			

			
				“Kneel, Sparrow,” Kairn commanded. Elena pressed her knee into the pale wood and Kairn walked over to her, his footfalls heavy in her ears. He stopped when he stood just in front of her.
			

			
				“With the passing of King Varrow Valdarian, the crown, the kingdom, and the throne go now to his firstborn daughter, Elena Valdarian. Are there any here in the Royal Court that oppose her rule?”
			

			
				The water sloshed quietly against the boat. Elena kept her eyes fixated on a small imperfection on the wood floor. No one spoke. Kairn placed the crown on her head. It was lighter than she expected.
			

			
				“Rise now, Elena Valdarian, daughter of Varrow, descendent of the First Son, and Queen of Thume.”
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				Sariel awoke. Naked. Alone in a sea of blood and crushed metal. She rose to stand amidst the gore and scanned the room around her frantically. The flooring was scratched, hacked, and splintered. The furniture was tossed to every corner. Bodies littered every floor of the structure. Fragments of human beings strewn to cover its entirety. Desperately she scoured them all. She lifted and moved every piece, every torso, every scrap of steel, searching for Aetrius. For Toryn. For Volmir.
			

			
				It took an hour for her to reach the last body. His arms had been ripped from their sockets, his skull split with razored claws. She turned him over. No one. A faceless Lightbringer. 
			

			
				No Volmir. No boys. 
			

			
				She sprung from the room and sprinted down the stairs. She ran until she reached the main hall. She called out to Aetrius—she called out to Toryn. They did not answer. She was afraid, and for the first time in months, Sariel Harrow, Seventh Daughter of the Third Flame, was alone. 
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				“You carry the sword, but not the crown,” the aranor announced. Its deep voice purred through the empty space. 
			

			
				The stone rumbled beneath Marcella’s feet. Each syllable rang within her head, and for the first time in all her life, her consciousness was not thought without body. It was her. And it was not alone.
			

			
				Marcella fought the urge to flee.
			

			
				“Where is Varrow?”
			

			
				“My name is Marcella Nai’i, Master of the Lyari Sea, Daughter of Sylvara Thaëstra, and heir to the Empire of the Wind. I have returned for my throne.”
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 36:
			

			
				You Promised
			

			
				 
			

			
				“I don’t want to be alone. Don’t leave me alone. P-please. You promised! You promised you wouldn’t leave again! You promised!” Toryn shouted, slamming a fist into Aetrius’ chest. His brother did nothing to avoid his blow. 
			

			
				Toryn slammed into him again, tears pouring from his eyes. “Get up! Get UP! We need to go—we need to go.” The boy’s voice faded into a whisper. “You can’t die. You promised.”
			

			
				Toryn’s fists fell softly this time, as if he was once again miming harsh attacks in the Rurdûm woods. “We were supposed to start a life here.” Toryn grabbed his brother. He wrapped his arms tightly around his body and he began to sob. “You promised.”
			

			
				Aetrius gasped between ragged breaths. “I will never leave you, brother. Look for me in the morning when the sun kisses the horizon. I will wait for you there… I will wait for you with Ryn, and with mother, in the fields of silver… and we will go no further. Not without you. I promise… I promise…” Aetrius took another ragged breath and released it. 
			

			
				His chest did not rise against Toryn again. 
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				On the crest of a small hill, overlooking the plains and the Ammerílian veil, Toryn buried Aetrius beneath a dogwood tree. It had not yet lost its flowers to the pressing cold, but it soon would. A few branches were already bare. The tree swayed gently in the rising breeze.
			

			
				Toryn knew that his brother would have loved it there.
			

			
				The sunrise faltered on the horizon for nearly an hour before it drew itself from the edge and rose fully. The light brought warmth, but it brought no comfort. Toryn sat still until his tears no longer fell. Then, he mounted Tully, and turned the horse west. 
			

			
				Toryn Valdarian rode for Direfell, his brother's sword fastened to his belt, and the White Crown of Eidor still seated firmly upon his head. Behind him, the dogwood tree on the hilltop sank slowly below the horizon.
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				Elena, Toryn, Orn, and Sariel will return in:
			

			
				The Kiss of the Sun
			

			
				 
			

			
				They will not be alone.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Keep reading for a sneak peek.
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				Prologue:
			

			
				Shame
			

			
				 
			

			
				Dead men don’t need jewelry. 
			

			
				At least, that’s what Khaal told himself as he stood—his body stiff and creaking from hours spent hunched beneath a tall fir tree. Nine, by his estimate. That’s how long it had been since the first charge of the fucking horses. Only now had darkness begun to wash over the battlefield, swallowing the bodies of the broken and the damned with its vague hint of familiarity. Ushering them home.
			

			
				Impregnated by the growing warmth and wet of spring, Khaal’s hiding place, and the rest of the wood line, had grown dense and lush. More than enough to hide him. The soldiers had never seen him, and now they never would. Neither did the beasts. Caerris. They slunk from the Veil in small-brood packs.
			

			
				Khaal fucking hated caerris.
			

			
				The wails of the dying had drawn them in. The blood had kept them. Caerris feed on the dead or the living, so long as they cannot run. Luckily for Khaal, running was the very thing he was best at. He did it now. Cut through the dark and wretched battlefield with the effortless precision of a man who had done this many times before, avoiding the bodies and the many eyes of the large beasts that fed upon them. 
			

			
				Faster, Khaal commanded himself. A particularly large caerris chewed lazily on the intestines of a crumpled horse thirty paces ahead, burying its snout so deep it did not see him. Faster. He breathed heavily. His legs were still stiff. The beast stood twice the size of the dead stallion, and a nearby fire cast a sheen on its back-scales that made it look like a rippling pool of dark water. Khaal followed it with his eyes as he raced forward. 
			

			
				It lifted its head. 
			

			
				FASTER! 
			

			
				In an instant, the creature’s jaws snapped shut. The sound echoed like the crack of a whip across the battlefield, and Khaal threw himself out of sight. He panted like a dog on the wet ground. The caerris paid him no mind. It didn’t hear him. Or it didn’t care. It made no difference as he lay in the mud. The beast only opened its gullet and sent arms lengths of viscera down its throat before returning its bloodied maw to the horse.
			

			
				It’s not here for you, he reassured himself as the beating of his heart subsided. It’s not here for you. Why bother with a grave robber in a field of dead soldiers? The dead’re less likely to run. And there’s not much meat left to eat on me anyway. Khaal nearly laughed, but a wave of decaying rot poured into his nostrils, and he involuntarily scrunched his face inward at the sour smell. Bile rose in his throat. Hot. Burning. Sour. He swallowed it with a grimace. Fucking hell…
			

			
				In his rush to hide, Khaal had thrown himself behind a towering pile of corpses. They were twisted into each other. Soldiers. Elena’s and Toryn’s. He jerked his hand back, realizing it was resting against the cold bodies.
			

			
				Dumb fuckers. He scoffed to himself and wiped his palm against his equally grimy pants. Khaal had watched them from the distant wood line that morning. Two roaming bands of scouts. No more than five hundred between them. It was finally spring. Fighting season. They had tossed themselves headfirst into one another, each desperate to claim first blood in a new war. 
			

			
				No kings here. No queens. No damned Gods. Khaal spat. Dogs. It was easier to resent the dead for their idiocy than to forgive them for their ignorance. Forgiveness was for good men, anyway. There were none here.
			

			
				The pile of bodies shifted. Khaal’s heart sputtered, leaping around in his chest for a moment, but it was just the settling of the corpses. An arm had slipped out from beneath the weight of another. A long pale thing. Something glinted on its wrist and for the first time all day, Khaal smiled.
			

			
				Silver. 
			

			
				He took a step closer. The survivors had left the bodies for the caerris. They had left the silver for Khaal. Behind him, a violent scream shot out in the air. He jolted. Dark against the horizon, the maw of another caerris dove down. The scream went silent. 
			

			
				Khaal shivered. Hurry, he reminded himself, snapping from his stupor. They grow closer. Soon they’d come to feed on this pile, and then they would be upon him. Khaal had to be long gone by then. He could do nothing against a caerris.
			

			
				Cast in the moonlight, Khaal looked a madman—a one-armed brute, messy black hair hanging freely in greasy strands, and a thick beard that grew wildly between the grooves of his scar-torn face. He lowered his sword tenderly to the ground. No noise. He began to poke and prod at the cold bodies, purposefully saving the silver bracelet for last. That would be his reward.
			

			
				Coin purses first. Khaal snatched all that he could find easily. The rest were not worth digging for. Empty ones went back into the pile. He began to work faster.
			

			
				Pockets second. He shoved his hand into the folds of a dead woman's armor. She wore King Toryn’s colors… Lord Haemír’s colors, he corrected himself, snorting as he worked. It had been nearly eight months since the Lord of Direfell had called the banners to him, citing old oaths and allegiances, claiming Varrow’s true heir in the boy. The second boy, Khaal snorted again. What business was it of the northmen just who sat on the Oaken Throne, anyway? But like all great idiots, they would die for their word. And Khaal would be there to rummage in their pockets.
			

			
				Get the largest score the fastest, Khaal reminded himself, returning to his task. The man pulled a small clamshell-like clasped golden circle from within the folds of the woman’s cloak. He cracked into a dirty grin. Gold. He bit into it and his smile stretched even wider. Ha! Real fucking gold. 
			

			
				Khaal began to fumble with the clasps, trying and failing to open it one-handed. It had clearly been made to be opened with two. 
			

			
				Stupid little fucking… His thoughts trailed off as the lock popped open and it split in two. A small girl’s face looked cheerfully up at him from the left side. A miniscule, hand-painted portrait. Her dark blonde hair was braided to hang down either side of her round face. Freckled cheeks. Fierce blue eyes. He eyed the dead woman. The girl looked so much like her, only younger. A daughter? He wondered.
			

			
				But then his gaze drifted wistfully to the other side, and he forgot all about the girl. It held a circular mirror. Khaal’s own bloodshot, blue eyes stared back at him, his raggedness even more stark when held beside the happy and clean child. Yet the eyes did not feel his. It had been months since he’d seen them…years maybe? He was unsure. In the absence of his reflection, Khaal’s mind had created an image so vastly different from the man he saw.
			

			
				Broken. Weak. Cowering in the dark.
			

			
				I am not…he fought…searched for something. I am…I was…something…someone...once. But what, he wondered. Who?
			

			
				Khaal stood still for a moment, frozen in time he did not have to spare, staring at his own reflection. Trying. Trying so desperately to remember. He strained with every fiber of his mind. Tugged at memories clouded by thick fog. Fuck. Who? Who am I?
			

			
				Then, abruptly, Khaal gave up. Same as he always did. The mirror fluttered for a moment in his large hand until the mark on his neck came into focus. The dark red rune. Raised and branded. Burned forever onto the center of his throat. So that he would not forget—could not forget. 
			

			
				‘Khaal.’
			

			
				That is who he was now. All he was. His large hand snapped the small trinket shut, and he placed it tenderly back within the woman’s pocket. Khaal made to leave. To slink away into the dark. But something still demanded his attention, he remembered. He turned back. With a quick lurch forward, Khaal snatched the silver bracelet from the outstretched arm. The thin metal slid over the edges of the cold hand. 
			

			
				The fingers closed inward. Grabbing. Clasping him roughly by his own wrist. 
			

			
				Fuck!
			

			
				Khaal yelled and yanked his arm backward, pulling with such force that the arm, and the body it was attached to, were ripped free of the pile. He lost his balance. Stumbling backwards, Khaal fell, and his skull bounced off the steel of a dead soldier's breastplate with a loud thwack. 
			

			
				His vision blurred at its edges. Loud! Idiot. Get up! Get up!
			

			
				Khaal watched the pile of dead bodies shift and warp through a thick haze. He lay half buried in the mud. They seemed to rock with uncertainty. For a second, it seemed they would fall. But somehow, miraculously, the pile held. Khaal’s vision returned slowly. His eyes went wide. 
			

			
				Beside him, a small soldier coughed and sputtered beneath a steel helm that was far too big. The woman turned over on the wet ground before him. She pulled the helmet from her head. 
			

			
				No. He realized. Not a woman. A girl. No older than fifteen. Cradled in cream and crimson. And Khaal had seen her face before. As she crawled forward and tugged at the cape of the woman in the pile, he knew where. 
			

			
				The portrait. The daughter.
			

			
				Khaal was sure it was her. Older now. Her blonde hair had been stained red with blood and her armor was far too big. But he was certain. 
			

			
				She looked out of place on this ruined field. Even more so than Khaal did. 
			

			
				“Mom,” she whispered through her cracked lips and dried blood. 
			

			
				Rough fucking life.
			

			
				“Mom, please, get up.” She pulled softly against the armor of the dead woman. 
			

			
				Something cracked in the distance and Khaal lifted his head toward the sound. Caerris. Multiple. They were closing in fast. The sound of Khaal’s fall had alerted the beasts. They rushed towards his position, massive bodies clambering forward on four clawed limbs. The largest of them broke ahead and turned to face the others.
			

			
				A male staking its claim, Khaal knew, as its throat filled with air. It began to bellow. A deep and wicked sound that stood Khaal's hair on end and vibrated the ground beneath his feet. It was the sound of death.
			

			
				Another moved within its range, and they began to snap at each other’s throats.
			

			
				Move, Khaal, you fucking idiot. Move. Now! Khaal shook the fog from his head and pulled himself to a crouch. He stood as quietly as he could. Like a wild animal, he slunk, back hunched, shoulders close to the ground. The large man was careful not to draw attention to himself as he moved to the girl.
			

			
				Her eyes flashed white as she saw the caerris. “Help,” she croaked. “Help me, sir. Please!”
			

			
				Khaal grunted in acknowledgement. He took one look at the cowering girl, at her crooked, broken leg and her mud-covered face, and knew she would not escape without his help. He sighed and reached for her hand. She reached for his.
			

			
				Khaal snatched the silver bracelet from her thin, outstretched wrist, shoved it in his pocket, and grabbed his sword from the mud. “One of us needs to keep them busy,” he growled. “Better you than me.” He turned on a heel and slunk away.
			

			
				The girl called after him, her voice thin and trembling. “No! Don’t leave me,” she croaked. “Please…please!”
			

			
				But Khaal was already ten paces away and counting. 
			

			
				The pair of caerris had stopped their fighting. The larger of the two had won. The battered loser crawled away with one less limb. We’re just two monsters, Khaal grimaced as he watched it quietly. Lucky to escape with our lives. 
			

			
				The winning caerris began to close in on its prize. Its midnight black scales blurred against the starless landscape as it sprinted with preternatural speed. Hauling itself over the pile of corpses with wide, clawed feet, the beast peered down at the broken girl and hissed.
			

			
				She reached feebly for her sword. 
			

			
				As if she could stand against a beast that size. Khaal averted his gaze. He would leave her, yes, but he would not watch her die. He was not a complete piece of shit.
			

			
				Khaal grimaced. You are broken.
			

			
				Weak. He shook his head.
			

			
				Cowering in the dark.
			

			
				The caerris slid downward, belly-first, one clawed paw in front of the other, as if it were descending a steep hill. Hot steam poured from its alligator-like snout and washed over the trembling child. She cried out and thrust her sword weakly towards the beast. 
			

			
				Its jaws latched onto the steel. 
			

			
				The caerris shook its head violently and tossed the blade aside. But the girl held on tight. Her body went tumbling along with it, all of her weight landing on the already broken leg. She gasped in pain. A blood-curdling cry flew from her mouth and the caerris seized its opportunity. Its open maw plummeted towards her unguarded gut as quickly as a speeding arrow. It snapped its mouth shut. Dagger-like teeth lashed together.
			

			
				Empty air.
			

			
				The caerris’ head pitched violently to the side as a large mass slammed into it with a meaty thud.
			

			
				Why?
			

			
				Why!?
			

			
				WHY!?
			

			
				Fucking idiot.
			

			
				Khaal steadied himself protectively over the girl. He willed himself to straighten. To stand tall. Taller than the caerris. His massive frame cast the girl's body in shadow. He held his longsword lopsided in his right hand. It was all he had left. 
			

			
				It would have to do.
			

			
				The caerris began to bellow again. Rolling and loud. This time, Khaal felt it rising in his chest. It vibrated his ribcage and climbed his trachea. His palm began to sweat. His heart beat faster.
			

			
				For the first time in a long time, Khaal felt inexplicably alive. “Come on then!” he yelled, beating his hand against his chest, trying to convince himself he was not afraid. 
			

			
				Fuck me. Fuckkkkkkk me. 
			

			
				“Come on, you fucker! I’m right here! Come on!” He bellowed. He tried to imitate the beast in intensity, but that only seemed to agitate it.
			

			
				The caerris started to circle him. Its bellow rose in volume. The ground beneath Khaal’s feet shook. He squared his shoulders and followed the monster with his frame. His body seemed to remember something he did not.
			

			
				Khaal was closer now. So much closer. He could smell its foul stink. Rotting flesh and blood. He could see the human remains slipping from the corners of its long, flat mouth. Two fist-sized, yellow eyes locked onto him. Every shift of weight. Every step. Every flex of his hand. It watched.
			

			
				Khaal kept his back to the child as the fear bubbled within him. Fear he had not felt in so long. You bastard fuck. You’ve done it now.
			

			
				Hardly moving its body, the caerris launched its head forward, extending its neck and trying to take a bite of Khaal. He sidestepped. He was faster than it had expected, and he swung his sword downward. But Khaal couldn’t wield the sword with one hand. The blade connected weakly. Too weakly.
			

			
				Fuck. 
			

			
				The caerris flung its head against him, and the sword went tumbling away. So did Khaal. In seconds, the caerris was on him. It opened its mouth and filled his face with the stink of the dead. Flesh and bile and acid. The beast lunged toward him. 
			

			
				Khaal rolled instinctively to the left. 
			

			
				It swallowed a mouthful of mud angrily. Then it lunged again. Its mouth shot to where his left arm should be. Nothing. Instead, it collided again with the dirt. Khaal laughed. This was all so fucking stupid. He threw a punch, connecting his fist with the creature’s eye. It squealed like a stuck pig.
			

			
				The caerris recoiled and Khaal rose quickly. He snatched his sword from the mud. As it reared back, he rushed forward. The advantage was his. Press it now, brute, press it. 
			

			
				The caerris sent a blind claw speeding wildly towards his head and Khaal stopped in his tracks letting it pass by. The large man roared. He planted his feet. My turn, bitch! Swinging as hard as he could, Khaal separated the monster's paw from its leg. The caerris howled. A horrible, pained sound. Like gas escaping from a punctured lung. Khaal hollered in response. He did his best again to make his own bellow. To stake his own claim. Then, he sped forward. His boots pattered against the soft ground, and he kept his eyes fixated on the beast’s throat.
			

			
				Again, it lunged forward. This time, Khaal did not make the same mistake. He took two steps to his left, and as its mouth snapped shut on the empty air. Khaal slammed his sword down with every ounce of strength he still possessed. It took the beast's head clean from its neck and continued on until it buried itself in the mud. 
			

			
				Khaal stood for a few seconds, panting over his kill like a prized dog on a hunt. But there was no time to waste. He hurried over to the girl, dropping his sword as he walked. From one of the bodies, he grabbed a small mace he had seen earlier. It would serve him better now, he knew.
			

			
				Don’t do it, Khaal, he commanded himself. Don’t. Do. It. 
			

			
				“Get up, girl,” he growled, extending his hand downward to the small child. “Or I will carry you.” Khaal did his best to look unintimidating. He knew how filthy he was. How scarred. He had seen his own face in the mirror. “More will come soon. We must go.”
			

			
				She did not move to take his hand, so Khaal pulled the silver bracelet from his pocket. He held it out to the girl. She took it tenderly. He almost jumped at how cold her hands were. The beasts would be the least of her concern if they did not go now. She needed healing.
			

			
				“I cannot leave my mother,” she whispered, her voice thin and airy. “I won’t…”
			

			
				“And I cannot carry you both.” Khaal looked at her broken leg and tensed his jaw angrily. If he hadn’t lost his other arm, he would’ve been able to. Easily, too. “She is dead. You are still alive, and if you wish to stay that way, we need to leave. Now.” 
			

			
				The girl began to cry, but even still, a sad understanding seemed to wash over her. For a brief second, she looked older than her years. She looked like her mother. Stern. 
			

			
				She nodded, and her expression returned to that of a child. “You are Marked,” she said softly, her eyes darting to his throat.
			

			
				Khaal winced, suddenly aware of the child’s scrutiny. He brushed the rune with his fingers and nodded. 
			

			
				“Your name was taken from you?” She sounded sad. Not for all that had happened here tonight. But for him. Sad that he had been stripped of himself. Sad that he had been punished. She probably thought him some criminal. 
			

			
				Maybe he was.
			

			
				“Yes,” Khaal answered gruffly. They needed to leave. And he could not bring himself to look at her pained gaze any longer. He knelt down and scooped her from the ground. Then, he threw her over his shoulder. 
			

			
				She gasped in pain, but she did not cry out. It was quiet as he snuck her through the dark battlefield. Past the fires. Past the bodies. Past the beasts.
			

			
				“The rune,” she mumbled. “What mark did they leave you for your name?”
			

			
				“Khaal.” The word hurt him to say.
			

			
				“Khaal,” she repeated, rolling the word around in her mouth.
			

			
				For some reason, that only hurt him more. 
			

			
				“Thank you, Khaal,” she whispered. Then, so quiet he could hardly hear her, she asked, “what does it mean?”
			

			
				“Shame.”
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