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Prologue
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Billy the Urchin

Those of a simple mind believe that empty space and nothingness are one in the same. Nothing can be further from the truth. Space is just that, space. It is room for matter, energy, and everything that is, to occupy, to exist within. Nothingness, true nothingness, is the definitive lack of anything, including space. No thing can exist within it, for there is no room for existence within nothingness. That being said, there are those who can manipulate nothingness to create pockets of something within the void.

One such entity, for to either describe it as a being, or to ascribe it a pronoun, would be a gross oversimplification of its nature, was the Creator. From a place unknown, it pierced into the nothingness, shaping it, with no more than its will, into a spherical orb of space. Into this vast emptiness the Creator poured its thoughts and its dreams, forging everything we now know to be real. The five mortal realms, wherein all of the corporeal race’s dwell. The seven hells, home to daemons and devils alike. And the celestial plane, wherein the gods reside. 

Even though the Creator has long since passed from this pocket of existence, one small realm amongst an infinite many, shards of his powers remain within the souls of his children. For most, this is limited to their sentience, but for others it can manifest in the most extraordinary, and powerful, of ways. Almost without exception, the most extreme of these powers reside within those beings who mortals have labelled as gods. 

Thus, in a fashion imitating the Creator itself, albeit on a far smaller scale, a minute bubble of space popped into existence within the ocean of nothingness that encircles our reality. Within this room, which was large enough to house the entirety of Térrtha, there were no discernible features, no landmarks of any kind, in fact, within its boundaries, there was no matter at all. Yet, there was space, and it was waiting to be filled. 

* * *
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In contrast to the relatively welcoming streets of Evonium in the daylight, the night-clad city served as an inhospitable wilderness to the upstanding. As tiny bastions of hope, sporadic torches burned along the main throughfares, their flickering flames doing what little they could against the darkness. Within their light, guardsmen patrolled, but their feeble attempts at maintaining order were inconsequential to the whole. 

Evonium had not always been thus, in the past it was always friendly, even in the wee hours, but of late a sickly pall had swept over the city. Intangible in its nature, and unnoticed by almost all, it sapped the goodwill from Evonium’s citizens, promoting conflict and tribalism. Shadows seemed longer and the darkness appeared deeper. Now, outside of the light, the city’s footpads and ne’er-do-wells reigned. 

Having inexplicably doubled in number, the homeless, who could blend into the midday crowds, now roamed alone in search for discarded morsels, seeking to satiate their hunger, ever wary of the city’s criminal element. Some, the smarter few, would hole up at the end of alleys or under the less-tread bridges, hoping to go through the night unnoticed and undisturbed. In either case, they shunned the light, and the guardsmen it bore, for the anonymity of the dark, irrespective of the dangers that lurked within. 

Even more disagreeable than the city old, were the slums. For there, no guardsmen patrolled. Hugging tightly to the Evonium’s northern wall, the slums clung to its host as a cancer. They had long been an issue that the King could not solve, but now, as with everything else it seemed, they had grown disproportionately worse. Those that lived here had long since abandoned morality, for their survival had deemed it necessary, and now no one, save for those that have no choice, or had abandoned all hope of salvation, entered the slums willingly.

Just south of that quagmire, along the inside of Evonium’s northern wall, a pair of street urchins, neither yet into their teens, wandered around the silent city streets. Ever fearful of being accosted, by either city guard or rapid cutpurse, they darted from shadow to shadow, their steps as quiet as fieldmice, their heads swivelling from side to side in constant watch. For the most part, they saw no one, which was usual and in truth preferred, but around them the air was filled with a veritable cacophony of sounds. The scratches and squeaks of the city’s vermin, the low creaks of buildings shifting as they cooled, the frenzied moans of lovers finding escape from their mundane lives in the euphoria of carnal bliss. 

Turning a corner, to peer down the mouth of an alley therein, the children froze. At the end of the lane, half obscured by rough splotches of shadow, stood a woman cloaked in grey. As her back was turned, she did not see them, yet. Billy’s heart began to pound within his chest a silent question circled apace within his head. Had she heard them? Was she a friend, or did she mean them harm? No matter the answers, he wasn’t going to wait around and find out.

Silently, he gestured at his friend, a girl named Katie who he had known his entire life, to back away. Wordlessly, she complied. As one they retreated back past the corner that they had just crested, tiptoeing in what they hoped was silence. Once the woman was gone from sight, hidden once more behind grey Evonium stone, they abandoned all pretences of subtlety and ran. With no destination in mind, they sprinted along Evonium’s paved and cobbled streets, turning left, and then right, going wherever their fancy took them in the moment. 

Either by fate, or ill-fortune, the pair found themselves at the city’s northside gate, the entrance to the slums. In unison, the duo skidded to a halt. Neither wanted to cross that threshold.

‘Damn it, Billy!’ Katie hissed, her voice strained with concern. ‘We must have taken a wrong turn. Quick, let’s go back.’ 

Billy nodded his agreement; he wanted to leave that place just as much as Katie did. However, as he turned away from the gate, more than ready to follow Katie, he noticed, from the corner of his eye, the woman in grey staring at him from the slum-side of the wall. Mid-step he froze. Although she wore her hood low, and he was unable to see her face, Billy felt the stranger’s gaze upon him and a deep compulsion, one he was unable to explain, rendered his will to flee null. Despite everything, Billy turned back towards the slums, his movements slow and rigid, and began to walk to the strange woman in grey.

‘Billy!’ Katie screeched, her voice frantic. ‘What are you doing? Stop!’

He could hear Katie, her desperate protestations rang clearly in his ears, but he would not stop. He could not stop. He needed the woman and she needed him. Katie just didn’t understand, perhaps she couldn’t. 

She means me no harm, I can tell. In fact, she’s here to help me. To help us. All we have to do is let her.

Upon reaching the woman, she outstretched her hand, holding it out as an open palm in front of his face, a sweet roll, glazed in pink icing, resting upon it.

‘There, there child. I won’t hurt you. In fact, I want to help you. Both of you.’ 

Despite himself, Billy couldn’t look away from the woman. He wanted to turn around and flee from the strangeness he felt radiating off of her, but he couldn’t. The scroll that sat in the centre of her hand, held him firmly in place. Katie hissed out another warning, but as besotted as he was, Billy barely registered her plea.

‘Billy! Don’t listen to her. She can’t be trusted.’ 

A part of him, something primal that resided deep within his chest, screamed at him to listen to Katie, shouted at him to run, but the growling of his stomach drowned out all reason. Hesitantly, he took the food from the stranger’s hand. Fearing a trick, Billy leapt back, out of the lady’s reach, before nibling the morsel tentatively. It was delicious, easily the best thing he had ever tasted. The lady didn’t move. 

‘It’s good, isn’t it? I have plenty more at home. Come, I’ll take you there. Follow me.’ 

Her honeyed words, and the promise of more food, drove Billy to comply. Swallowing the last of his roll, he stepped forward, taking her hand in his. Katie wailed at him, urging him to stop, to reconsider, but her tears did nothing to sway Billy. His mind was made up. 

‘Good boy. Now, let’s go. It’s not far.’ 

Refusing to surrender her friend so easily, Katie ran up to the woman, all the while screaming, and battered her legs with a flurry of slaps and punches. 

‘No! Leave my Billy alone! You evil wench!’ 

With the consummate ease of an adult fighting a child, the woman slapped Katie away with a single blow. In a rough tumble, the girl was thrown across the cobbles, scrapping skin from both knee and elbow. It was only when she thudded heavily into the wall of a nearby house, did she come to a stop.

‘Go away, silly girl! He’s mine now. There’s nothing you can do about it.’ 

Now only a tiny whisper, that voice of doubt at Billy’s core riled against the ill-treatment of his friend, but his mind was elsewhere. All he could think about was his promised food. Dispassionately, he turned away from the softly sobbing Katie and followed eagerly after the stranger, his hand still firmly held in hers.

For how long they walked, Billy knew not. In what direction they took, and how many turns they made, Billy did not care. For he was about to eat his fill and that was all that mattered. Yet, eventually, the pair came to the end of a narrow alley where the lady pointed to a lone, nondescript house.

‘There. That is my home. Go inside. Make yourself comfortable.’ 

To Billy, the house, although plain, stood as a shinning beacon, glorious in the promise it offered. Ever as eager as before, he forewent his hold on the woman’s hand and ran from her, sprinting up the stairs to the house’s porch to burst through its front door in a jubilant surge. However, in that moment of his triumphant ingress, he heart sunk. Every vestige of hope, of anticipation, evaporated to nothingness. For, as far as Billy could tell, the stranger’s house held no means of fulfilling his desires.

This can’t be right. I must have ran into the wrong house by mistake. The nice woman wouldn’t have brought me here, to this dump.

Its interior was bleak. Every surface was covered with a thick grime, unnaturally grey and pungent in the vilest of ways. Just a whiff was all it took to turn Billy’s stomach. The air hung heavy with dust, so thick and choking that it was, it made him cough and wheeze. Structurally, the house was twisted and warped. Every floorboard strained against the nails that held them and, more often than not, they succeeded in escaping their bondage. The little paint that remained on the walls was peeling off in heavy curls, ceding its dominance to a menagerie of flourishing fungi. 

Shocked, and more than a little disappointed, Billy turned to the woman, who had just entered the house at his back, his face twisted by the bitter draft that is betrayal.

‘Hey lady, where’s the food?’ He bemoaned.

Shutting the door gently behind her, its hinge whining in protest just as loudly as when its latch clicked home, the woman knelt down, lowering herself to Billy’s level. With her face still concealed beneath the hood of her cloak, she whispered to him in conciliatory tones.

‘Hush now, child. There’s no need for worry. You won’t be needing any of that. Or anything at all really. My love will be all that sustains you.’ 

The spell that had enraptured Billy shattered. At that moment, he felt the claws of fear clutch at his heart and, for the first time since their meeting, he realised just how much danger he was in. Deep within the throes of desperation, he scrambled backwards, attempting to flee as fast as he could. It was a warped floorboard, twisted beyond reason into a spiral that pointed to the heavens, that did him in. Catching his foot on said hazard, Billy tripped and fell.

Having no time to react, and nothing to cushion his landing with, his skull thumped onto the floor with a heavy thud. His vision swam as his eyes filled with tears and his head spun with dizziness. As bad as he felt, which was a long way from fine, he ignored the pain that pulsed within his head and, driven by new heights of desperation, he scarpered, scrambling across the floorboards on all fours before wobbling to his unsteady feet.

‘Oh Billy. There’s nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. Just give in. Accept my benevolence.’ 

The woman’s words served as a bullwhip and as fast as he could manage, Billy sprinted up the staircase that stood at the centre of the building, not knowing what lay ahead, not caring one bit either. All he wanted was to get away from the woman that chased him, to get back to Katie, no matter the path taken. 

At the top of the stairs Billy was met by a corridor, which was just as tainted and dilapidated as the rest of the building, lined with closed doors on either of its sides. In a mad hurry, his desperation at its peak, he ran to each in turn, trying to open them, hoping that they would hold a way out within. No luck. All of them, one after the other, were locked. Eventually, only one remained.

Come on, come on. Open up, let me in.

Despite the insanity of it, Billy turned the door’s handle, praying that it would open. It did. Surprised, he hurried into the room, closing the door shut behind him, hoping that would keep the woman from finding him, or at the very least delay her. 

Frantically, he looked around the room, searching for a window to climb out of, or even just somewhere to hide. But there was nothing. Save for a queen-sized bed bedecked in floral sheets and a lone candle that flickered feebly atop a nightstand by its side, the room was bare. Thinking it stupid, but seeing nothing else for him to do, Billy crawled under the bed and waited, all the while holding his breath.

Pleas gods, don’t let her come into this room. Please let her pass me by. Please don’t let her find me.

From his precarious refuge he heard the slow and rhythmic slap of footfalls outside the room. Heart pounding in his chest as a thunderous cavalcade, he covered his mouth with his hands, lest the scream that was building in his throat escape. The squeak of rusty hinges, a detail that he had missed during his hasteful entry, now rang out as clearly as the midday bell chimes, heralding both the opening and closing of the room’s door, the latter of which was punctuated by an additional soft click. 

Straining his ears for any hint of his pursuer’s location, Billy heard nothing but silence. A small, almost imperceptibly so, twinkle of hope blossomed within his breast. Perhaps, he thought, she had gone.

Despite the pounding of his heart in his ears, despite the fear that made his legs quiver, despite the possibility that the woman was still in the room with him, Billy let himself exhale the pent-up air that burned his lungs. Nothing happened. Emboldened, Billy eased himself out from under the bed, as quietly as he could. Peeking around the room, he saw nothing, so he tiptoed to the door, ever wary of each sound that he made. Reaching the exit, he took the doorhandle in his shaking fingers and turned the knob. Alas, it wouldn’t budge. It was locked.

‘I told you Billy. There’s nowhere to go. There’s nothing you can do. Just give up. Join me.’ 

Spinning around at the woman’s voice, Billy watched on in horror as the woman slinked from the shadows, emerging just as a spider would when confronting its cornered prey. Although he was terrified, Billy swallowed his fear and puffed out his chest, raising his clenched fists in challenge. It was brave of him, but ultimately, despite his aspirations, the veneer of courage he presented cracked with the first stuttered word he spoke.

‘Ne... never. I’m going to fi... fight you.’ 

‘No Billy. You’re not.’ 

Stepping into the soft glow of the anaemic candle, the woman threw back her hood. Billy gasped. Her face was gaunt, unnaturally so, and lined with streaks of black, as though it had been stained by tears of ink. Her eyes, bulbous and lidless, sat as orbs of obsidian against a backdrop of pallid skin. Discoloured teeth, serrated and filed to points, peeked from her between her pencil-thin lips. If she had ever been human, she was one no longer.

‘Your soul is mine.’ 

The monster lunged forward, thrusting her hand into Billy’s chest. Skin, flesh, muscle, bone, each parted to her hostile advance, offering as much resistance as wheat to the scythe. Pain, bordering on blistering torment, surged through him, but he couldn’t move, he couldn’t scream. Petrified, he stood immobile, mouth gaping, as the woman’s fingers burrowed deeper into his chest. Tears streaked down his cheeks, burning his eyes, but he was incapable of blinking them away. A growing stain of piss marred the front of his trousers as his bladder emptied itself on its own accord, but he felt no shame in his incontinence. In truth, he neither noticed the smell nor the warmth of it, so preoccupied with his own death that he was.

Oh gods, I’m going to die, aren’t I? This monster is killing me. Oh Katie, I don’t want to die. I don’t want to leave you.

Finding her prize, the woman smiled with a disturbingly wicked grin, the corners of her mouth reaching the base of her ears. With a single sharp tug, she yanked her gore coated arm from Billy’s insides. 

No longer held aloft by the woman and unable to stand on his own, Billy keeled over, spasming uncontrollably atop the grime covered floorboards. The last thing he saw, as his mind turned to Katie’s smiling face and his vision slowly receded to black, was the woman biting down on his still-beating heart.
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Chapter 1
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Baron Victor von Grumanhieser III 

Along the hard-packed dirt road, the Baron’s carriage rattled softly as the team of four horses at its head pulled it along at a slow trot. In every direction around its lacquered frame the vista was a picturesque tapestry of natural fields, each abounding with beds of in bloom wildflowers and burgeoning thickets, that coexisted, if perhaps tenuously, with patches of manmade pastures. Where the wilds still reigned, creatures, both great and small, danced amongst the underbrush, either seeking fresh prey or desperately trying to avoid becoming something else’s next meal. In those paddocks chosen by the locals to bear crops, farmers toiled endlessly as they prepared their land for the next planting. Copses of trees dotted the landscape as tiny bastions amongst the rolling plains, the secrets they held at their interior a mystery to the outside observer.

As the sun sat high in the sky, its rays warmed the Baron past the point of comfort. By no means was he sweltering, but a thin sheen of sweat coated his brow and on more than one occasion he considered removing the many-pocketed jacket he wore over his shirt. Absentmindedly, he scratched his scraggly beard.

Damnable weather. Is a cool breeze too much to ask for? I honestly don’t know how Máher can stand it in those furs. Bloody unnatural it is.

Shifting the reins uneasily in his hands, the Baron took a sideways glance at Máher sitting next to him. If the dragon-elementarian half-breed noticed, he paid the Baron no mind and continued to stare off into the distance, at what, the Baron had no notion. 

From the cabin behind him, the Baron heard not a peep from its passengers. Mirroring the silence of the carriage’s drivers, Selene, Neesa, and Eris forwent conversation, choosing to occupy themselves with the view from their windows. For a total of two weeks the freshly dubbed Heroes of Thered’s Field, a moniker that grated against the Baron’s modesty, had been travelling together. During that time, they had all talked with each other, for the most part incessantly, about who they were, what they had done, what they hoped to achieve in future, and what their plans were in Evonium. That is not to say that they divulged every facet of their beings, no. A great many things, for each of them, remained secret, but as it currently stood, everything that they were willing to share had already been shared.

Within the silence, the Baron found time for reflection. For the most part his thoughts centred on his fallen friend, Jeeves. Oft times, ever since he had been slain, the Baron had found himself in tears during the small hours of morning after experiencing a bitter nightmare. Besides those sullen moments, he had mourned Jeeves’s passing by throwing himself into life on the road. The hunting of game, both large and small, learning how to drive his carriage, tinkering with Peacemaker, each had proved a balm for his wounded soul, but the most potent remedy of all had been his discussions with Neesa. They had healed him beyond all else. He still missed the old man, how could he not? But now, he had come to accept Jeeves’s death. He had even come to smile whenever he remembered the good times that they had shared.

Other than Jeeves, the Baron ruminated on the mark that sat tattooed on his chest, the brand of some unknown god. As ever, he wondered as to its meaning and more so to his obligations. It still rankled him that he knew nothing about his patron or his intentions, but he had started to acknowledge the fact that he would have little choice but to serve, whenever it was when his patron finally decided to put him to use. Such was the way in relationships between gods and mortals.

The final subject that occupied his mind on a regular basis, and the one that he was focussing on now, was Peacemaker. The gun, his greatest ever invention, was his pride and joy. It was an engineering marvel, fuelled by knowledge gifted to him by his patron, but he knew that it could be better, that it could be improved. Already, he had altered its barrel by adding rifling to increase its accuracy and developed a speed-loading system that markedly reduced the time it took him to reload. Yet, his mind was almost constantly racing with other possible upgrades he could make.

If I increased the length of its barrel, then I would increase the exit velocity of the bullets, simultaneously improving their accuracy over long distances and increasing their stopping power. Yes, but, oh, it would make it less wieldy up close. Shame. Hm, still, the trade-off could be worth it. Especially when one considers the potential decrease in recoil that will result from a longer barrel. Hm, of course it will need to be tested, but I feel as though a prototype is warranted.

As they emerged from a particularly sizeable thicket, the Baron abandoned his ponderings as he sighted the city of Evonium sitting proud on the horizon. Even from this distance, many of the city’s details were clear. Occupying almost the entirety of a large hill, the King’s Castle towered above the rest of Evonium as an imposing network of grand structures. At its centre stood the main keep, ingeniously labelled as the King’s Keep by the locals, which loomed large as a clear signpost denoting King John’s power and influence. Around this, a multitude of smaller towers, though still magnificent in proportion, encircled the main structure, each competing with, yet never overcoming, the height of the core. 

Around Evonium’s central keep, sprawled a vast carpet of buildings. Only their uppermost echelons, roofs in thatch, or on occasion terracotta tile, were visible above the wall that encircled the capital. Built to be stout, bordering on impenetrable, the fortification was crowned with crenelations and bisected at regular intervals with towers topped with ballista and trebuchets. 

Gods, what a magnificent display of architectural prowess. Even at this distance it’s remarkable. If nothing else, I’m glad to have made the journey, just to have seen it.

Beside him, Máher was staring at the city, his outwardly awed expression mirroring the same emotions that the Baron felt. Choosing to break the silence, he nodded towards the capital.

‘Will we make it by nightfall, do you think?’

Máher shrugged, his gaze never leaving the city. When he answered he spoke softly, barely above a whisper.

‘We should do. Unless, that is, something unforeseen occurs.’

‘Is that likely?’

Again, Máher shrugged.

‘Who knows. Maybe. At least we have Beher to warn us of trouble.’ 

Beher.

Meeting Beher, a young red dragon, was an experience that the Baron was never likely to forget. Seeing a dragon, any dragon, was an oddity in and of itself, but to openly travel with one, to share idle conversations and sit by the odd nighttime fire alongside one? Preposterous. That never happened, not even in the tales of legend. Then, if that was not absurd enough, there was the additional revelation that Beher was in fact Máher’s half-brother. To say that nugget of information had come as a shock, was tantamount to declaring that being hit by lightning was a minor inconvenience. The whole thing was utterly ridiculous, and yet, it was reality.

‘Hm, that’s good. I can’t wait to sleep in a bed again. After almost an entire fortnight sleeping in the dirt, I fear my back will never be the same again. And gods, I positively can’t wait to enjoy a properly cooked meal. Selene’s lovely and all, but she can’t cook at all. And don’t get me started on Eris’s culinary skills, they’re even worse.’ In a low whisper so she would not hear him, he added. ‘She struggles to boil water, at the best of times.’

As to Máher’s thoughts on the matter, or any other matter for that fact, the Baron learned nothing. After Máher added no more than a low grunt to their conversation, the softspoken half-breed turned his attention back to the horizon and silence resumed its reign once more.

He’s such a talkative fellow.

True to Máher’s estimation, the sun was nearing the horizon when the carriage finally arrived at Evonium’s outskirts. Some farmers, those who had completed their day of trading produce, streamed from the city in a loose line, eager to return to their families and an evening of rest. Those farmers who had spent their day tending to fields or livestock, in stark contrast to their typically older brethren, hurried to enter the city before its gates shut at nightfall. The downing of beer and the affections of loose women their driving call. Few of these folks remained outside the city, having already made their ingress, so only a sparse handful remained to slow the Baron’s, and his companions, entrance.  

Easing back on the reins, the Baron slowed the coach as it eased through the grand gateway that, to his mind, seemed to beckon him to enter. Packed dirt surrendered to slate pavement and stone cobbles as they passed through the stone arch. Despite the heat, the Baron felt a shiver creep up his spine and fresh beads of sweat form on his palms. Although his logical brain deigned it implausible, his soul felt a sickness, a taint, in the air. Indefinable using the words of mortal men, it hung heavy over the city. Imperceptible, save for the faintest sense of it, it triggered a primordial fear within the Baron’s chest. His heart a-pounding, it took all of his willpower to stop himself from fleeing the city at a gallop and continue onwards.

Good gods, what in the seven hells am I feeling? Damn irrational I say, wanting to retreat at the first sniff of an ill wind. Balderdash. I shan’t be doing that.

Beside him, the Baron saw Máher stir, his discomfort evident.  

‘You feel it too?’

He nodded.

‘Yes. And so does Beher. He’s above us now.’

Despite his dry mouth, the Baron swallowed deeply.

‘Do you think it has anything to do with the shadow monsters? You know, the ones we fought at Thered’s Field?’

Máher turned to face the Baron, meeting the older man’s gaze unwaveringly with his own. The Baron shuddered, for Máher’s face was grim. A perfect reflection of how the Baron felt inside, and how he imagined he appeared on the outside.

‘Of that, I have no doubt.’

The knot that had been steadily growing within the Baron’s stomach, twisted tighter.

‘Damn. Although I was hoping for it to be something altogether different, I rather have to agree with your assessment there.’

Which should come as no surprise. King John told us of his troubles with the Shadow here. It’s the entire reason we made the journey in the first place.

Emerging out from under Evonium’s outer wall, the carriage entered the city proper. On either side of the street, which was, as far as the Baron could tell, wide enough for three carriages abreast, a line of triple storied houses stood as silent sentinels, their windows seeming to him as eyes and their doors mimicking mouths. Built from grey stone, or on occasion red brick, each was unpainted, their owners eschewing gaudy tones for a more neutral, natural appearance. At their feet patches of bare earth sat full with shrubs, each blossoming resplendent with flowers of every shade, the highest of their stalks tickling the base of ground floor window frames. Just as he had seen from afar, most were topped with thatch, only one in ten were tiled.

Along the footpaths that girt the road, small clusters of people, for the most part human, but sometimes not, went about their business. Clad in simple clothes of coarse wool or cotton, it was clear to the Baron that they were by no means wealthy, yet far from destitute. Most were alone, but those who weren’t travelled in groups of no more than three. For the most part they ignored all else around them, but there was however, a single exception.

A squat man, garbed in a bright red coat, that featured an embroidered King’s Crown, and a conical helm, waved at the Baron, biding him to halt. Doing as he was instructed, not through fear of the halberd that the man wielded amateurishly at best, but through the knowledge that the stranger was a city guard, the Baron pulled back on his reins. Almost immediately, the carriage came to a complete stop.

His face heavy with stubble, several days’ worth if the Baron was any judge, the guardsman waddled over to the side of the carriage. With a happy glint in his eyes and a trusting smile, the man looked up at the Baron, his voice booming with mirth. 

‘Woah there, friend. What do be your business in Evonium?’

Returning the man’s smile with one of his own, the Baron tipped his head in deference. 

‘Good day sir. Well, I hate to be rude, but, um, I’m not entirely at liberty to say. It’s the King’s business, you see.’

If the guard fostered any doubts that the Baron wasn’t telling the truth, he gave no indication. Instead, his grin grew, despite the fact that it already stretched from ear to ear.

‘The King’s business you say? Well then, I’ll not interfere with thee. Just to be sure to present yourselves at the castle afore noon tomorrow, the keep is already closed up for today.’

Thinking it prudent, the Baron knuckled his forehead.

‘You have my word, good man. We will be doing just that.’  

After wedging the base of his halberd into the gutter, the guard adopted a pose where he leaned against it, resting all of his weight against its haft. It was a stance that could comfortably be held for hours and one that, to the Baron’s uninformed eye, looked well practiced by the guardsman. 

‘Tha’s good, but hark my words, stranger. Be inside afore the moon is risen. The streets not be safe after sundown.’

Despite the jovial nature of their conversation, the Baron’s smile wavered.

‘Whatever do you mean, not safe? Everything I’ve heard depicts Evonium as a lovely city, during the day or otherwise. What has happened to change that?’ 

Unlike the Baron, the Guard’s grin did not recede an inch, despite the serious turn that their discussion had taken. Perhaps, the Baron thought, the man was simple.

‘Well, I can’t rightly say, but sure as snow in winter, something has. It’s more of a feeling. Like a darkness, or some such, has swept over everyone. The shadows seem deeper and the light less bright. You’ll call me daft, but folks just be behaving strange, more so after sundown.’  

Well, it’s been over a month since the King was attacked. Perhaps the Shadow, having been left to fester, has grown stronger in that time?

‘Hm, I can’t say I like the sounds of that, but be that as it may, you have my thanks good man. Your warning is appreciated.’ The guardsman tipped his head in recognition. ‘Tell me, if you could recommend an inn for a handful of road weary travellers, which would it be?’

Shifting from one foot to the other, the guardsman scratched at the stubble on his chin.

‘Well, there’s no doubts that it’d be the Charging Stallion. Jus’ take a left turn at the first square. The sign can’t be missed. Tell Josie that Hank sent you. She’ll take care of you and your companions just right she will.’

As the guard, whom the Baron now knew to be called Hank, waved him away so he could greet a rambunctious gaggle of farmhands behind them, the Baron knuckled his forehead while bowing his head in appreciation. 

‘Again, good sir, you have my thanks.’ He shouted to Hank as he waddled off, the wave of a hand his only reply.

Whipping the reins gently, the Baron eased the coach forwards. The soft echo of hoofbeats on stone soon drowned out all sounds of the city, yet even these barely registered as thoughts aplenty raced through the Baron’s head. 

There is no doubt in my mind that the shadow monsters, the Shadow, pfft, whatever it is called, has entrenched itself, or is it themselves, within the city. They must have if even the citizens have noticed a change. But, and I find this most troubling, why hasn’t anything been done about it? Gods be damned. This Ronald fellow the King mentioned better have a bloody good reason for his inaction. 

True to the guardsman’s claim, as soon as the Baron had rounded the aforementioned left-hand turn, he was met by the sign for the Charging Stallion. Red and green paint, looking so fresh that it could have finished drying that very day, brought to life an incredibly detailed, and an entirely anatomically correct, depiction of the inn’s namesake. Even he, who was by no means a prudish man and knew full well the ways of the world, felt his cheeks flush hot when he realised that the ‘Charging Stallion,’ depicted upon its face, was in fact in hot pursuit of a mare, his impressive member fully erect.

Good gods, how vulgar. I do hope the establishment’s interior is not so, well, um, seedy.

A smaller sign near the base of the building, that featured an embossed arrow and a single word ‘stables,’ pointed to the rear of the inn. Following the sign’s directions, the Baron eased the carriage around the bend. Just as the sign had decreed, at the end of that lane stood a row of stables. Two of which were occupied and three were empty. Choosing the easiest of the vacant stalls to enter, the Baron guided his team inside and eased the carriage to a halt. Once completely stopped, he rapped his knuckles on the coach’s roof and spoke loudly to the occupants therein. 

‘Here we are ladies. If you would be so kind as to disembark, a hot meal and a warm bed awaits.’  Under his breath he added, ‘hopefully.’ Máher, who had heard his whisper, shot him a sidesways glance, but said nothing.

Neesa, a blue-skinned infernati in her early twenties, was the first to climb down the coach’s steps. Moving as a lioness stalking her prey, her signature kimono, black with embroidered cherry blossoms and dragons, fluttered around her toned frame. Strapped to her back was a shield and a sword, both the former belongings of the recently slain Thoron, a dwarf she and the Baron had known for less than an hour. Eyes sharp, wary of any threat, she scanned the stable intently, her face locked into a perpetual scowl. 

Eris, a half-elf, barely any older than Neesa, followed. No less nimbly than her infernati friend, she left the carriage with a confident, easy stride. Clad from head to toe in skin-tight leather, a bandolier of daggers crossed over her ample bosom. Red hair peaked out from under an upraised hood that shaded a pair of darting eyes. 

Finally, Selene Amakiir, a pure-blooded elf of indeterminate age, swept from the cabin as regally as a queen. A sheer dress of midnight blue clung scandalously to her slender body. Hiding little, the fine silk extenuated her feminine curves and its plunging neckline displayed more than a little of the cleavage between her perky breasts. Unlike the other two, she was not visibly armed, however her eyes spoke volumes regarding her capabilities. Only a fool would have taken her to be a defenceless maiden. 

‘Excellent ladies, now, Máher and I will see to the horses, please go on ahead without us. Just head off down that laneway.’ To accentuate his explanation, the Baron pointed along the road that they had just traversed. ‘At the end, the inn is the building on your immediate left, look for the sign labelled, ‘The Charging Stallion,’ you can’t miss it.’ An image of the sign flashed into the forefront of his mind and his face flushed red once more, but he soldiered on, choosing to ignore his embarrassment. ‘I’ve been told that it’s a fabulous establishment, just ask for Josie, by way of Hank.’

In silence, Selene tipped her head in thanks, her mouth twisted upwards in a subtle smile. As one, both Eris and Neesa, started to make for the back of the carriage, no doubt with the intention of extricating their luggage. The Baron, however, wouldn’t allow it. With a furious waving of his hands, he shooed the women away.

‘No, no, no. That won’t do. We’ll bring those, there’s no need to burden yourselves. Just go, we’ll be along presently.’ 

Shrugging nonchalantly, each more than happy to cede the doing of manual labour to others, the pair spun around and dashed after Selene, who was already well on her way.
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Chapter 2
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Baron Victor von Grumanhieser III 

As the Baron, with the help of Máher of course, unlatched the group’s luggage from the rear of his carriage, he heard someone issue a subtle cough from behind him. Thinking it to be nothing more than a passing person clearing their throat, he ignored the sound and continued his work. Another cough, this time far less subtle, forced him to abandon this assumption. Clearly, someone wished to attract his attention. Ceasing his efforts, he turned around. There, standing in the stable’s doorway, was a boy, gawking intently at both the Baron and Máher.

If the Baron had to have guessed, he would have placed the boy somewhere in his early teens, but would not have been surprised to learn that he had yet to reach them. Scruffy, but by no means filthy, the boy’s blonde hair was a tangled mess that mirrored his dishevelled shirt and half-fastened overalls. His face, which was ugly beyond all belief, was covered in a patchwork of smudges, most brown, but a few black. Not knowing what they were, but hoping that they were only mud, the Baron pulled a handkerchief from one of his many pockets and proffered it to the child, making its intended purpose clear by gesturing to the boy’s face. 

‘Um, hello there my boy. Can we be of service?’

The boy swaggered confidently forward, as though he owned the place, and took the kerchief. Spitting into the cloth, he wiped his face clean. The dirt was mostly gone, save for a few stubborn streaks, but his efforts only served to reveal a myriad of pockmarks and blemishes that were previously obscured. If anything, he was more hideous clean.

Dear gods, the poor bugger sure got the short end of the stick when it comes to the looks department. I hope for his sake he has a good personality. Either that or a whole lot of gold.

Once he had finished with the handkerchief, the boy offered it back to the Baron. Hastily, the Baron shook his head and held up his hands in polite refusal.

‘Oh no, you keep it lad. Think of it as a gift.’ 

Shrugging, the boy stuffed the soiled cotton into the pocket at the front of his overalls. 

‘Cheers mister, I appreciate that. But the question is not how you can be of service to me, it’s how I can be of service to you.’  

Pausing, for what the Baron assumed was to be dramatic effect, the boy circled the Baron’s carriage, eying it appreciatively. 

‘You see, I am the owner of this fine establishment, or rather I am the only son of the owner, and lodgings, even for one as ‘kind’ as yourself, aren’t free. For one silver crown, per day, I can care for your horses and ensure that nothing, well, unfortunate, happens to your coach. Such a shame as that would be.’ 

Is the cheeky little bugger trying to extort me? Well, I shan’t be having a bar of this.

The Baron’s eyes narrowed into a thin scowl and his cheeks burned red as his ire bubbled to surface. The boy, upon seeing the Baron’s face flush, not to mention his angry glare, raised his arms defensively.  

‘Woah there, mister, easy. I’m not making any threats against you, nor your property. I’m just speaking the truth. We’ve been in some dark times around here lately and the streets aren’t as safe as they once were.’ 

After taking a deep breath, the Baron calmed. As his face slowly cooled, he sighed in exacerbation and shook his head in disgust. Not at the boy, at him himself. There was no need for such anger, especially towards a child.

‘Gods, put your hands down, boy. I shan’t hurt you.’

The child did as the Baron asked, but looked apprehensive, as though he expected to incur the Baron’s wrath at any moment. 

‘Very well, lad, it appears to me that you’ve got yourself some customers.’ 

Not that we have any real choice in the matter. It’s far too late to find another stable and even if we could, this one’s too conveniently located to warrant the move.

The Baron fished around in his pockets. It took him three attempts to find a pair of silver coins, but once they were found, he held them aloft casually for the boy to see. The lad’s face split into a wide toothy grin and the Baron continued on with a similar smile of his own.

‘Capital. Here’s enough for two days, we’ll be here at least that long. More will be forthcoming should we extend our stay. Also, as we are now in business together, introductions are required.’ The Baron knuckled his forehead as he bowed at the waist in a formal greeting, while the boy hastily swept the coins out of his hand. ‘I am Baron Victor von Grumanhieser the Third, referred casually to as the Baron.’ Following the handkerchief, the silver coins disappeared down the front of the boy’s overalls as the Baron pointed to Máher, who was in the middle of hoisting a pair of trunks to his shoulders. ‘And the fellow over there is Máher.’ 

His confidence restored, the boy bowed deeply, and in the fashion of a natural born showman, he flourished his hands in a series of broad sweeping movements. Had he have been wearing a hat, of which the Baron was certain would have been a top hat, the boy would have surely doffed it before rolling it along his arms, so ostentatious was his display.

‘Well met travellers from afar. I am Oliver, carer of horses and polisher of carriages. While your belongings are in my care, have no fear, for I shall treat them as though they were my own.’ Realising what he had said, just as he had said it, Oliver’s cheeks grew red. ‘Um, that is to say, I’ll care for them. I’ll not take them for joy-rides whenever I wish. No. definitely not that.’ Oliver cursed under his breath before adding in a whisper. ‘Oh, bugger me. I’ve just lost another customer, haven’t I?’ 

The Baron, upon hearing Oliver’s less than professional admission, should have reacted with some amount of scorn, perhaps even reprehension, but, for a reason most strange, he did not. In actuality, he did not react to the boy’s words at all. Overcome by a strange feeling, one entirely foreign to him, the Baron stared through the boy, not really seeing him and not at all hearing him. A tickling sensation, originating from the deepest recess of his mind, coaxed the beginnings of a question into the forefront of his consciousness. A moment of introspection was all he had to examine the question and upon first glance he found it peculiar. He saw no reason to ask it then, for he could see no logical explanation as to why Oliver should have been able to answer it. Yet, that strange feeling, now grown to an irrepressible itch, prompted him to do just that. His voice husky, and barely his own, the Baron spoke not to the boy, but at him.

‘I seek a temple. I know it lies somewhere to the east, atop a mountain. But apart from that, I know nothing. I need directions. Would you happen to know of what I speak? Would you, Oliver, know the way to this temple? There’s a gold piece in it for you if you do.’

Question asked, the Baron blinked rapidly, as though trying to clear his eyes of sleep. Shaking his head, the itch faded, however consternation grew in its place. 

Good gods, what in the seven hells was that? It was as though someone, or something, took control of me.

At the mention of gold, the boy’s face lit up, his greed evident. Licking his lips, Oliver ran his hands through his hair in, what the Baron guessed was, an attempt to appear casual. 

‘Well, mister, this is your lucky day. While I don’t know a thing about any temples, I know someone who would. No doubt about it. If he doesn’t know what you’re after, then no one does. I can take you to him, for that gold piece you promised.’ 

Nodding, more to himself than Oliver, the Baron turned to Máher.

‘Will you be fine with the luggage without me? I don’t mean to abandon you, mid-task as it were, but if I’m to return before dark, then time is of the essence.’ 

His face impassive, Máher shrugged as he hoisted the strap holding one of the bags over his shoulder.

‘It’s fine. Just go.’ 

Without another word, Máher plucked two more bags from the back of the Baron’s carriage, one in either hand, and ambled off as though the weight he carried was a mere trifle.

I’ll say, for a sorcerer, that fellow is as strong as on ox. Remarkable. Most are as weedy as, well, me.

Rummaging around in his pockets once more, the Baron found a gold coin and flicked it casually to Oliver. Although it came as unexpected, the boy caught the coin and deftly stuffed it down his overalls pocket in a single fluid movement. 

‘Alright then, my boy. Lead on.’ 

Quicker than what the Baron ever would have thought, Oliver dashed from the stable, the boy’s stumpy legs moving at thrice the speed the Baron thought possible. Groaning at his flat footedness, the Baron sprinted to catch up with the boy and once he did, barely managed to keep pace with him without having to break into a jog.

By the gods, the little bugger is fast. Perhaps I need more exercise. Um, scratch that, I definitely need more exercise.

Breath heavy from the blistering pace, the Baron looked around himself constantly, memorising, to the best of his ability, their path. For he had no wish to lose his way on the return journey, especially as he was uncertain if Oliver would be there to guide him or not. As they turned left and the right, twisting a winding path through Evonium’s narrow lanes and main thoroughfares alike, the Baron grew increasingly less confident that he would be able to successfully navigate his return, but he stuck to Oliver like glue, neither wishing to concede nor acknowledge his own foibles.

At that hour, Evonium was, for the most part, quiet and all but deserted. The only sounds to be heard emanated from the footfalls of passersby and the clip-clop of horses’ hooves, as those not yet home, sped to make it so. There was no time for conversation, nor idle chatter, everyone was driven by purpose and no one allowed anything to interfere with its completion. More peculiar than the people, was the behaviour of the animals that inhabited the city, as they did with every city. The cats, dogs, birds, vermin, and the like, that called Evonium home, were more than just silent, they were nowhere to be seen.

I’ve never seen a city where at least some of the critters that reside therein are not out and about. There’s always a dog or two, a stray tabby cat, some birds aflutter, something. It’s unnatural, damned unnatural to see no evidence of anything.

‘Here we are then mister, um, I mean Baron, sir.’  

Their journey ended, the pair stood in front of a mostly unremarkable building which was similar in every sense, save for its garish colouring, to those that it sat amongst. Three storied and roofed in tiles of the brightest red, a half-dozen windows, shaded by heavy curtains of the deepest purple, afforded its occupants a view of the street. Painted in a pastel yellow, the building’s stone carapace bordered a door of a forest-green hue. 

Gods, this monstrosity proves that there is no accounting for taste. It’s hideous.

‘Come on, I’ll introduce you.’ 

Before the Baron could say a word heeding patience, Oliver had sprinted up to the house’s front door and banged loudly upon its brass knocker. Groaning under his breath about the impetuousness of youth, the Baron followed after Oliver, reaching the top of the house’s stoop just as its front door creaked open, barely more than an handspan. 

Peeking out from the narrow gap, stood a wizened gnome. More wrinkled than not, his snow-white hair draped down over his forehead, intermingling with his caterpillar thick eyebrows. Atop his mouth, which gaped in surprise, sat a moustache, similarly coloured as his hair and as full-bodied as his eyebrows. At the centre of his face, framing a bulbous nose, were a pair of wide lightning-blue eyes, currently set open as wide as teacups.

‘Oliver! What in tarnation are you doing here at such an hour. This is no time for a visit.’

Shifting uneasily from foot to foot, all the while picking at the stitching of his overalls, Oliver mumbled his response, all of his previously displayed bravado apparently having evaporated.

‘Don’t I know it sir, but this fella had a question he needs answered, desperately like, and I thought you’d be the one to do it.’ 

Oliver pointed a thumb in the Baron’s direction, but never let his attention drift from the feet of the elderly gnome.

‘Leonardo, this is the Baron. Baron this is Leonardo.’

As if he had only begun to exist once Oliver had informed Leonardo that he did in fact do so, the old man craned his neck upwards, squinting to where the Baron stood.

‘Oh, hello there. How do you do?’ 

Extending his hand, the Baron bowed.

‘Well, thank you. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.’ 

Ignoring both the Baron’s greeting and outstretched hand, Leonardo continued as though the Baron had not spoken at all. Chagrined, the Baron withdrew his hand, face growing hot at the indignity of his welcome being ignored. 

How rude. The bloody old coot better be of some use. Or I’ll, well, I’ll be rather upset, that’s what. Oh, bugger me.

‘Hm, Baron, you say? Well then, I’m not used to the nobility darkening my doorstep, but I shan’t deny any my hospitality. Come in, come in. Oliver you’d best scarper. Your mother would have my guts for garters if she knew that I’d kept you out after sunset.’ 

More than happy to be leaving, Oliver leapt down the staircase in a single bound and ran off with a wave and a shout.

‘See you later Leonardo, bye Baron.’ 

Leonardo sighed.

‘He’s a good boy, shame about his father, but well, such is life. So then, what is this question you’d have answered so urgently that couldn’t be so on the morrow?’

Leonardo walked into his house, not bothering to check if the Baron followed him. Suffice it to say, he did. Closing the front door behind him, the Baron looked around the gnome’s home absentmindedly as he repeated the same question that he had posed Oliver earlier. 

The building’s interior, from the little the Baron could see of it, was as brightly, and as haphazardly, coloured as its exterior. Walls of faded pastels and bright fluorescents clashed with dark hued fixtures and furniture. Piles of books and loose parchments, were spread chaotically to cover every spare inch of floorspace, which only served to add to the bizarre bedlam that was Leonardo’s home. 

‘Hm, that old place? Gods, I haven’t been up there for years. If you don’t mind me asking, what is it you seek there?’

After pausing to think how best to phrase his response, the Baron let out a heavy sigh.

‘In all honesty, I don’t know. You see, it was a friend, my dearest friend, whom I’d known since birth. He was killed in battle, ran through as it were, and died in in my very arms as a matter of fact.’ The Baron paused as he relived that moment, as a swirl of bitter memories played themselves out within his mind. After a few seconds, they faded. After licking his suddenly all too dry lips, he went on. ‘But before he did, he beseeched me to go there and speak his true name.’

Mid-stride, Leonardo scratched at his chin. 

‘Hm, really? His true name, you say. What did he say it was?’

‘J’sa’var.’ 

Abruptly, so much so that the Baron almost collided with the gnome, Leonardo stopped.

‘Fascinating!’ He exclaimed. ‘That is not what I was expecting. Not at all. You’d best follow me.’  

Um, I not sure if you noticed, but I was already doing that. Ah, whatever, lead on my tiny friend.

Changing tack, Leonardo veered off down a different hallway, directly into an ocean of documents. Eschewing care for haste, he ploughed into the wall of papers, driving a path through them by pushing them aside in a veritable avalanche of paper. With more care than his host, the Baron ventured into the scattered detritus after Leonardo, his soul pained by the casual contempt the gnome held for his collection of academic materials.

Gods, I’ve never met a scholar like this chap before. Most, nay, all of them would be mortified to the point of murder by this display. 

‘For that particular temple and that particular name to come up in the same conversation is peculiar, to put it mildly. For context, no one, as far as I can tell, knows anything about the temple, save for its location and that it’s very old. So old in fact, that it is believed to predate every known civilisation. By how much, is anyone’s guess.’

Really? Jeeves, my good man, what in the blazes have you gotten me into?

Stopping for a moment, Leonardo groaned in exertion as he pushed a large stack of hard-covered volumes to one side, revealing a bolted shut trap-door. At first, the bar refused to budge, no matter how many profanities Leonardo threw at it, but eventually, with the aid of an improvised hammer, in this instance a particularly dense encyclopaedia, the gnome manged to force the door open. Leading the way, Leonardo descended a dust-coated ladder within, the Baron immediately behind.

‘The phrase J’sa’var, I call it that for no one, and by no one I mean those in the academic community, ever expected it to be a name, is equally old and only mentioned in the scarcest of documents. No one, unsurprisingly, has ever been able to decipher any meaning behind the word. Or, as it now turns out to be, the name.’

Reaching the bottom of their descent, Leonardo procured a lantern, from where the Baron could not discern, and ignited its flame with a subtle click of his fingers. The grimy corridor lit up with a soft orange glow, casting a slew of rough shadows onto the walls that flickered in time with the dancing fire of the lantern’s wick.

‘In isolation, either case has been an academic enigma for centuries, if not millennia. No one has ever thought to examine them both in concert, as separate components of the same problem. Hm, that is, until now. Perhaps, if examined together, as a single puzzle as it were, some answers may be gleamed.’

At the end of the tunnel, the pair were met by a heavy oak door. Framed in black iron and sealed tight by a stout padlock. Producing a key, that was tied to a chain tied around his neck, Leonardo unfastened the lock, letting it fall to the floor with a resounding thunk.

‘Um, if you would be so kind as to lend me a hand with this please. The hinges tend to get a tad gummed up. I, ah, don’t venture down here as often as I probably should.’

Together, the pair took a hold on the door’s dust and grime coated handle, their grips firm. On the count of three they pulled together, each with all their might. Gradually, the door eased open, its hinges screaming in protest at being disturbed. 

Once the door was fully open, and after the Baron had wiped both the fresh beads of sweat from his brow and the muck from his fingers with a fresh handkerchief, the pair stepped into a small room. Almost as cluttered as Leonardo’s house proper, piles of parchment sat as tiny mountains atop rickety desks that just barely bore their weight. A small mercy, as far as the Baron was concerned, was at least the floor was free from mess.

‘Ah, here we are.’

As though he could sense a pattern of organisation in an ocean of chaos, Leonard dug into a pile of papers and, with next to no effort in searching, fished out a folded square of parchment.

‘This map will lead you to the temple. My apologies that it isn’t to scale, but the landmarks are accurately depicted. Follow them and you will find your way.’

Gratefully, the Baron took the parchment, unfolding it to give it a cursory examination. Indeed, it was a map and indeed, he believed it could be followed.

Well, I’ll be. I was almost beginning to think that this entire excursion was a waste of time. Sometimes it’s good to be proven wrong.

‘Also, take this.’ From amongst a different pile of papers, Leonardo had removed a small notebook, bound in cracked red leather, and handed it to the Baron. ‘It contains all the notes I’ve collected over the years regarding the temple. Perhaps they’ll be a help, but if not then maybe you could add to them, once you’ve made a worthy enough discovery, and see them published.’ Leonardo sighed wistfully. ‘Ah, I’d love to join you on your journey, but alas, I’ve grown far too old for adventures.’

Stowing each of Leonardo’s treasures into one of his emptier pockets, the Baron knuckled his forehead as he bowed towards the diminutive gnome.

‘Thank you. Your help means a great deal to me, more so than I can accurately express.’ 

Leonardo waved him away with a shake of his head.

‘Nonsense, I’m just an old man hoping that once he’s gone, he’s managed to leave behind some kind of legacy. Find some answers, get your work published and cite me. Do this and I’ll be the grateful one. Now, you’d best be off. I’d hazard a guess you’ve already heard it said, but the streets of Evonium are not the most welcoming of places after dark.’ 

With another bow of thanks, the Baron turned to leave, but only managed to take two steps before stopping. 

I wonder. This Leonardo chap seems knowledgeable. Is it possible that he knows something about god-marks? Perhaps it would be for the best if I asked him? It couldn’t hurt.

Spinning around on his heels, the Baron spat out his query. 

‘Leonardo, I know that I’ve taken too much of your time already, but something has just occurred to me. Do you, per chance, know anything about god-marks?’ 

Leonardo sighed.

‘Alas, no. Where the divines are concerned I’m as ignorant as the common man.’ To add to his previous exasperation, he shrugged. ‘To be honest they’ve never really interested me. Xenophanes, on the other hand, now he knew everything about the gods that there was to know. If only you’d come to see me three days sooner, I could have arranged for you to meet him. But he died in a fire, two nights past. Sorry.’ 

Without another word, the Baron left Leonardo alone with his thoughts and collection of academic papers.
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Chapter 3
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Eris

Having spent almost the entirety of her life within the confines of a city’s walls, Eris felt somewhat at home within Evonium. No doubt it was different, for one Evonium was almost half the size of Súthburh, but there was more to it than that. The people of Súthburh were diverse, hailing from almost every corner of Térrtha. Those that dwelled in Evonium were predominantly human, and, for the most part, had never ventured beyond Estmire’s borders. Súthburh’s coastal locale allowed for ocean breezes to cool the city, no matter the heat, and as such its buildings were designed to take full advantage of this fact. Evonium was solid, squat even, in comparison. Well suited to weathering a winter, but at the height of a hot summer its residents sweltered. 

However, despite the differences, there was something intangible about the city that spoke to Eris’s soul. Perhaps it was the slew of buildings that crowded over her, oppressive to some, but comforting to her. Maybe it was the crowds. The gathering of strangers who knew her not, and never interacted with her at all, yet enticed her to believe that she was far from alone, that she was one part of a greater whole. Possibly it was the constant movement of civilisation. The hustle and bustle that afforded no time for idle thought. Whatever it was, as Eris walked down the laneway, following the Baron’s directions, she found herself smiling. 

Ah, city life, how I’ve missed you. There’s no doubt that the wilderness is pretty, in a rugged kind of a way, but give me stone streets and fields of houses any day. Not to mention a firm bed and the privacy of a lockable privy.

True to the Baron’s claim, the sign of the Charging Stallion was indeed impossible to miss. Eris’s grin grew even wider as she heard Selene gasp at the logo’s lewdness.

‘Why I never!’ 

Clearly Neesa was just as amused as Eris, as she sniggered at the elf’s prudish outburst. Face flushed scarlet; Selene shot daggers at her infernati friend. 

‘I’ll have you know, girl, I’m more than a little acquainted with the, um, intimate aspects of men. I am not embarrassed, just a little surprised that they.’ Selene waved her hand around, gesturing in general to the ‘they’ that she was referring to. ‘Would be so brazen. I mean really, think of the children.’

In unison, the duo burst into laughter at the absurdity of the situation and with a grin Selene patted Neesa on her shoulder, just to let her know that there were no ill intentions behind her snarky remark. Equally in good humour, Neesa shot back at Selene with a quip of her own.

‘Ha, more than a little acquainted? I’d best warn the wives of Evonium to lock up their husbands, lest the temptress that is Selene Amakiir woo them into her bed.’ 

Cocking an eyebrow, Selene planted her hands onto her hips, arched her back, and pouted, posing as seductively as she could manage.

‘They should be so lucky.’

Their laughter intensified, so much so that a waterfall of tears began to stream down each of their faces. Eris found their mirth infectious and couldn’t help but to join in their revelry, but at Neesa’s mention of husbands, her chest tightened and her grin faded. Although she and Mikael were not wed in the traditional sense, the pair had performed an ancient elven rite, dancing together under a full moon prior to making love with the stars, nature, and the gods as their witnesses. As far as she was concerned, they were married and every reminder, no matter how benign, of his loss still hurt her. More so than she would have ever cared to admit.

By the gods, Mikael. What I wouldn’t do to have you in my arms once more. Even just for a single night.

Wiping away an errant tear, born not from joy, but rather sadness, Eris opened the door to the Charging Stallion and stepped inside, keeping it ajar for both Neesa and Selene. Both of whom were still giggling aplenty, but even so, each spared her a nod of thanks in return.

Eris did not know what she had expected to find within the Charging Stallion’s walls, but what lay before her was most assuredly not it. Juxtaposed firmly beside
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