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  To Evie and Olivia

Dad will always love you.

Trust the True Stone. He will guide your path. 
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To you, the reader,

Thank you.




When I first started sketching out the world of the Ayenshe in the back of a notebook in 1996, I was just a kid in Southwest Detroit with a big imagination and no idea where the road would lead. Today, standing at the release of the third volume of The Oracle Stone, I am humbled that you have chosen to walk this long, winding path with me.

Because this journey has become so vast and the lore so deep, I’ve decided to include a “Story So Far” recap right here at the start. Whether you’ve been with me since the fall of Reynard or you’re returning after a long break, I want to make sure the road ahead is clear. We’ve covered many miles together, and with the stakes rising in The Four Winds, I didn’t want any detail of William and Altanie’s journey to be lost to the shifting sands of time.

Your support, your reviews, and your passion have been the fuel that kept me moving. I wrote these stories to explore the power of endurance and the strength found in our scars. Seeing those themes resonate with you is the greatest reward an author can ask for.

Thank you for breathing life into this world. Keep trusting the Stone. We still have many miles to go.
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                                                                            The Story So Far







Book 1: The Oracle Stone The saga begins with the fall of Reynard, a city of the Heartlands destroyed by the Sal Empire in a sudden, brutal betrayal. William Carelock, a half-elven knight, barely escapes the carnage and encounters the mysterious mage Matrum Tanarum, who reveals that William is the last scion of the House of Eryndor—the ancient elven bloodline of the Ayenshe. Matrum guides William to the ruins of Runeagon, where William claims Kevalesh, the Oracle Stone, an ancient artifact bound to his bloodline that serves as a guide and a link to the world’s Deep Magic.

As they travel, they are joined by Hrogar, a boisterous warrior of the Broken Peak, and eventually Altanie, an elven ranger seeking a purpose beyond the suffering of her people. The group is relentlessly hunted by General Madagon, the brother of Empress Telgress, who seeks to destroy William and claim the Stone for his sister’s dark patron, the chaotic entity Aesthalis. The first book culminates in a harrowing trial within the Vale of Shadows, where William is chosen as the first champion of the Great Spirit and receives the Deep Magic blade, Retribution. With this new power, William confronts and kills Madagon, though the victory is bittersweet as the true scope of the coming war is revealed.

Book 2: The Valley of Glass Following the battle in the Vale, the group seeks answers in the Grand Library of Creet, discovering records of other ancient sites of power. However, they are ambushed by the Shadowbinder Zehrid, a deadly servant of Telgress who wields corrupted magic. In a devastating turn of events during their journey across the Sands of Morgran, the fellowship is shattered; Matrum is captured by Zehrid’s forces, and Hrogar is left for dead after a brutal canyon ambush.

Now alone and hunted, William and Altanie must press on toward the Valley of Glass, a place where the sand was scorched into crystalline glass by an ancient evil. Inside the valley, they face psychological and spiritual trials that force them to confront their deepest fears and past traumas. Through their growing bond of love and trust, they successfully cleanse the valley’s corruption and drive back a manifestation of Aesthalis. As they emerge victorious, the Oracle Stone grants William a vision: Matrum and Hrogar have survived and are safe aboard the pirate ship Storm Warden.

Meanwhile, in the Sal Empire, Empress Telgress performs a dark ritual guided by Aesthalis to resurrect Madagon, who returns as a hollow, pitiless vessel of vengeance. As the balance of the world breaks, a new threat stirs in the Veiled Peaks: the King Golem, an ancient engine of chaos, has been awakened.








With gratitude, welcome back to the Heartlands.







William T.D. Feeley








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




In the time before time, when all was formless and free, we danced as one with chaos. We, the Four Winds, were born of the void, untethered and wild, our currents weaving through the boundless darkness. Aesthalis, the first, the endless, ruled this emptiness, his laughter a storm that rippled across the fabric of nothingness. We carried his will, for there was no other will to carry, and no purpose beyond the chaos he breathed into us.

But then She came.

Her presence was not thunder nor tempest but a touch, a single outstretched hand brushing the edge of the void. From her fingertips poured light, life, and the magic that would weave the world. The Great Spirit descended into the chaos and spoke not in commands but in creation. With her touch, the Vales emerged—places of boundless power, sanctuaries where the Deep Magic pulsed with life’s first heartbeat.

From the Vales sprang the first of all living things. The Elves, Her closest children, rose like the morning sun, their spirits bound to the magic that cradled the earth. Among them, the house of Eryndor of the Ayenshe shone brightest, a house of guardians, the keepers of the sacred balance. From them, the world unfolded: races of wonder and will, each born of magic, each carrying a spark of Her purpose.

And we, the Four Winds, who had once been unthinking servants of chaos, were stilled. We watched. We listened. And for the first time, we understood. Life was more than a fleeting breath; it was meaning, it was harmony. It was beauty.

But Aesthalis saw only defiance.

In his anger, he turned against the Great Spirit’s creation, his fury a storm that sought to unmake all that had been formed. His voice rose like thunder, shaking the Vales, seeking to drown the Deep Magic in shadows. His wrath was boundless, his chaos endless. He would bring ruin to the life he despised— and to the Spirit who had dared to create it.

We could not let it be.

The Spirit had shown us the truth: chaos alone is empty. From her, we learned purpose, and with purpose came betrayal. We turned against our maker, whispering to Eryndor the secrets they would need to seal Aesthalis away. The battle that followed was fierce, a war of winds and will, of shadow and light, a war that nearly fractured existence.

And when the last cry of chaos faded, Aesthalis was bound, his voice silenced, his presence buried deep beneath the earth. Eryndor, courage unmatched like all Ayenshe, crafted a stone from his will: Kevalesh. A compass for the heart of the world, a guide for those who would lead, and the Key to the very prison that contained chaos. The Oracle Stone.

With the Stone, the Ayenshe built Runeagon, a city of wonder and wisdom, a beacon that stood against the darkness. For eons, it shone. For eons, life flourished, the Deep Magic coursing through all things, a song that echoed in harmony.

But harmony is fragile. And Aesthalis’s voice was never truly silenced. In the cracks of the world, in the hearts of the weak, his whispers took root. Slowly, insidiously, they grew. He taunted, he twisted, he turned. And as the ages passed, Runeagon faded from the truths, its light dimmed by time and forgetfulness.

Now, his voice is loud once more. It spreads through the land like a storm cloud, heavy and dark, reaching for the hearts of the living. The Great Spirit’s strength falters, her creation trembles, and the balance she wrought is slipping away.

But we, the Four Winds, have not forgotten.

We reach out across the world, seeking those who can stand against the storm. To the last blood of the Ayenshe, we whisper. To the hearts untouched by chaos, we call. To the brave, the resolute, the unyielding, we offer our breath, our strength, our guidance.

One has risen to bear the Oracle Stone, its pulse a rhythm of the Deep Magic, its light a beacon in the growing dark. Champions are gathering, bound by love and purpose, their steps guided by the Spirit’s hand.

For the storm comes again, and chaos stretches its fingers toward the heart of creation. But in the winds, there is hope. In the winds, there is resolve.

We shall not let the song of life be silenced. The Second Reckoning begins anew. And this time, all the heavens shall bear witness.




—-




The land bore the weight of something unseen, something unnatural. The air hung thick with decay, carrying the scent of death and damp earth, mingling with the metallic tang of something deeper—something wrong. The village of Cur, once a quiet, self-sustaining haven on the far edge of the Threhm Mountains, past the rolling grass plains of Emesa and the windswept coast of the Bestlen Sea, now stood silent. Not the silence of peace, but the silence of something hollowed out, of a place abandoned by the very forces that once made it alive.

Crows gathered in black clusters, their beady eyes gleaming as they tore at the remains of untended crops. Stalks of wheat, left to wither, bent under their own weight, swaying in a wind that carried no voices, no laughter—only the rustle of something long abandoned. The wooden fences, once sturdy and well-kept, had collapsed in places, their slats gnawed by time and neglect. A water bucket, its handle snapped, lay in the dirt where it had been dropped. The well beside it, once a source of cool, fresh water, now reeked of something foul.

Wagons sat askew on the dirt roads, some overturned, their wheels half-buried in dust. A child’s doll, dirtied and torn, lay discarded in the mud beside a basket of rotting apples, the fruit blackened and sunken into itself. The marketplace, once bustling with voices bartering and calling out for fresh fish and bread, was now littered with forgotten wares—loaves of bread turned to mold, meats left to dry into brittle husks, and shattered pottery that had long since lost its use.

Shutters swung idly on rusted hinges, knocking against the walls of empty homes where doors hung ajar, revealing darkness beyond. Tables inside remained set for meals never finished, wooden chairs toppled as if their occupants had left in haste—or had been taken. A plate of stew had hardened into a cracked mass, a spoon still resting beside it, a silent testament to an interrupted life.

The village had not emptied—it had perished. Bodies lay sprawled in the streets, arms reaching, mouths parted in silent pleas. Some slumped over tables, hands still clutching forks, their bodies frozen in the last act of a meal that never reached their lips. Others lay in the dirt, their fingers dug into the earth as though clawing for something—escape, salvation, or perhaps merely the strength to resist what had come.

Flies hummed in lazy circles over them, drawn to the scent of death that clung to everything. The deeper one walked into the heart of Cur, the clearer it became that no one had fought. No swords lay bloodied, no arrows pierced bodies. Death had come suddenly, soundlessly.

Aesthalis had taken root here. Its corruption seeped through the ground like an infection, twisting what once thrived into lifeless remnants. The trees along the village edge had blackened, their bark cracking, leaking a thick, amber-like substance that oozed down their trunks like sap from a dying wound. Weeds had overtaken the gardens, but they did not grow green and wild—they grew twisted, curling unnaturally, their roots tangling over stones and corpses alike.

The streets told the story of a village that had not fled, but fallen. Not by war, not by plague, but by something worse—something that did not simply kill, but consumed. The sky overhead remained untouched, the clouds drifting lazily, indifferent to the horror below.

The chaos of Aesthalis had come, and Cur had ceased to be.

Far from the reach of the Great Spirit, the Four Winds drifted through the ruins of Cur. The air itself felt wrong, tainted by the creeping tendrils of Aesthalis’s corruption. The slaughter of the Elves in the Golden Plains had drawn him here, like a predator testing the limits of his dominion. A small pond had become a gateway—the Algonac—and brought forth death. He had reached out, stretching his power into the land, and Cur had paid the price.

The Winds moved through the hollowed streets, past the lifeless bodies and rotting harvest, past the broken symbols of a people who had believed they were beyond the reach of kings and war. But they had not been beyond the reach of Aesthalis. He had come, not with an army, but with something worse: a hunger that devoured without need for blade or flame.

The corruption had begun. And if left unchecked, it would not stop here.

The air shifted, heavy with unseen intent. A hush fell over the ruins of Cur, the silence broken only by the whisper of the Four Winds as they converged. A presence stirred, woven from the breath of the world itself, forming within the currents of magic that stretched beyond mortal sight.

A ripple passed through the Veil.

The winds carried their purpose forward, gathering into something more than air, more than whispers. The voice of the Winds was not spoken, nor written—it was felt, pressed into the fabric of reality, moving beyond distance and time.

He must hear. He must listen.

The winds wove their will into form, shaping a messenger from the currents of existence. It would find him. It would speak for them.

The bearer of the stone, his purpose wavering, his strength unfocused. The winds would guide him. They would not let him stand alone.

And so, the message was sent.




—-

The banners of Markell flapped uselessly in the wind, their proud blue sigils stained with blood and ash. Along the crumbling battlements, archers hesitated, their trembling hands barely able to nock arrows. The sky above had darkened, though no storm clouds had gathered—only the slow, suffocating spread of a deeper, darker power.

Telgress stood at the head of her army, a solitary figure wrapped in a cloak of black and crimson, her hair streaming like a banner of night. She did not roar commands. She did not rally her troops with grand speeches. She simply walked forward.

And the world yielded.

Beneath her boots, the grass withered. The stones cracked. The very air trembled under the weight of her corrupted Deep Magic.

From her right hand hung a rapier.

The gates of Markell, reinforced with iron and ancient sigils, stood closed. Proud. Defiant.

Telgress did not slow.

She raised her hand — not in fury, but in cold, calculated command — and the corrupted winds gathered. With a single downward sweep of her fingers, the gates shattered outward, splinters of wood and metal raining down like shards of a broken world.

Her soldiers surged forward, but Telgress moved faster.

Inside the keep, King Aedric of Markell — clad in gilded armor, sword in hand — barked orders, his voice desperate. His knights rallied, forming a shining wall of steel and loyalty.

Telgress entered the throne room alone.

The knights advanced.

They did not reach her.

With a whispered word in the tongue of Aesthalis, the shadows along the floor rose — jagged tendrils that wrapped around ankles and wrists, freezing them mid-charge. Steel fell from paralyzed hands. Some screamed; most simply collapsed, their strength stolen by magic they could not comprehend.

King Aedric stepped forward, teeth bared, a blade forged of the old ways gripped tightly. “You will not take this kingdom,” he roared, desperation lending him courage. “Markell bows to no tyrant!”

Telgress tilted her head slightly, almost curious, almost amused.

“You mistake me,” she said, her voice low and beautiful — a melody wrapped in venom. “I do not ask you to bow.”

She raised her rapier.

The battle lasted thirteen heartbeats.

Aedric charged. His blade, blessed by priests of the old gods, struck true—only to glance harmlessly off an invisible barrier of Deep Magic, rippling like black water around Telgress’s form.

In a single, graceful movement, she parried his strike and stepped inside his guard.

Her blade sang.

One cut — precise, inevitable — severed tendons behind his knee.

He collapsed.

Another flick — an almost lazy motion — sent his sword clattering across the marble floor.

Telgress stood over him, her expression one of distant pity. “Strength without vision,” she murmured. “A tragedy.”

Aedric raised his head, blood staining his golden beard, and spat at her feet.

Telgress smiled. Not cruelly. Not kindly. Simply as one who knows how the world must end. “Goodbye, cousin.”

She drove her blade through his chest — slowly, with reverence — and whispered a single word: “Submit.”

As the life fled his body, the Deep Magic around Telgress pulsed outward in a shockwave. The people of Markell, those still fighting, those still hiding, felt the surrender.

It unmade their resistance, peeling it away like flesh from bone.

The city fell not to armies, not to siege-craft — but to the will of one woman who would not be denied.

By sunset, the banners of Markell had been torn down and replaced with the sigil of the Sal Empire: a golden sun on a field of red.

Telgress sat upon the bloodied throne, her rapier laid across her lap, her gaze sweeping over the broken remnants of a kingdom.

“Another stone set in the foundation,” she whispered to the empty hall. “A perfect world will rise.”

And outside, the people knelt.

Not because they chose to.

Because there was no other choice.
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  Chapter 1: The Beekeeper’s Burden

  
  




“The geography of the known world is defined by the three pillars of the Heartlands: Creet in the low west, the Imperial center of Sal, and the eastern kingdom of Rynnal. Yet, looming above them all is the Great Estmer. This colossal woodland stretches across the entire northern horizon, its ancient roots touching every kingdom, including the northern holds of Andorath and Kavak.

The Estmer is not merely a boundary; it is a wall. It blocks all passage to the True North, where legend whispers the Lost City of Runeagon still stands. It is a mystery that defies investigation, for the forest is a void to both the laws of men and the flows of Deep Magic. Thousands have entered the green gloom to find the lost city, but history records not a single soul who has returned.”

— D.S. Limb, History of the Heartlands




Matrum Tanarum, Baron of the Sixth Seat of Creet, strode into the hall with measured poise. His robe of crimson and gold—a mark of his station—flowed behind him, contrasting with the muted black of his tunic beneath. The weight of his responsibilities pressed heavily on his shoulders, but his face betrayed none of it. His eyes, sharp as ever, swept across the assembled court.

The grand hall of the royal palace in Creet shimmered in the golden light of the afternoon sun, filtered through towering stained-glass windows. The glass depicted scenes of ancient triumphs: victories against sea marauders, the establishment of trade pacts, and the founding of the kingdom itself. The air carried the faint scent of polished wood and aged parchment, and every step echoed softly against the polished marble floor.

King Alric Creet, young and untested, sat on the throne at the head of the hall. The throne itself was a marvel: wrought from silver and ivory, inlaid with sapphire gems that reflected the light like stars. Alric’s golden circlet glimmered against his dark, curling hair. He exuded a regal demeanor, but Matrum could see the uncertainty in his eyes, the slight hesitation in his movements. The wolves circled because the sudden death of Alabaster, Alric’s father, had thrust the boy into power too soon.

Those wolves filled the court, their voices murmuring as Matrum joined the other barons and lords. These men and women represented the noble Houses of Creet, each as proud and ambitious as the next. Their banners hung behind them, vibrant symbols of their power and influence.

The herald struck his staff against the floor. “The Council of Lords is called to order. His Majesty, King Alric of Creet, bids you welcome.”

Alric rose, his movements deliberate. “My lords and ladies,” he began, his voice steady, though not without effort. “I called you to this council to discuss a very important matter. The Sallian Empire gathers strength on our borders, their warships line our coasts, and their armies grow. The threat they pose is undeniable.”

Murmurs rippled through the hall. Some nodded in agreement, while others leaned back in their chairs, skeptical.

Lord Galdor of House Braewood, a hulking man with a salt-and-pepper beard and a scar across his brow, was the first to speak. “Your Majesty, we have heard these tales before. Sal rattles its saber, but they have yet to cross our borders. Why should we provoke them with preparations for war when peace still holds?”

“Peace holds now,” interjected Lady Yvenne of House Draemir, a wiry woman with piercing eyes and a voice as sharp as her wit. “But for how long? Sal’s movements are not idle posturing. My spies confirm their warships are not merely for show. They are arming for conflict.”

Lord Estro, of a minor house, shouted, “She has sacked Markell. What makes you think we are not next?!”

The room erupted into a cacophony of voices, each lord and lady vying to be heard. Some supported Yvenne, while others sided with Galdor’s call for restraint.

The king raised a hand, and slowly the hall quieted. “We will not rush to war,” Alric said firmly. “But neither will we ignore the signs. That is why I have called for a summit of nations, to be held in one month’s time. Together, we will seek a united front against Sal, should they choose aggression.”

“A summit?” Lord Halreth of House Norfall sneered. He was a thin, pale man with a perpetual air of disdain. “Do you truly believe words will dissuade an empire like Sal? They will see us as weak.”

“Strength is not only measured by the sword, Lord Halreth,” Matrum said, stepping forward. His voice carried across the hall, calm yet commanding. “It is measured by alliances, by strategy. Sal is powerful, yes, but they are not invincible. A united effort among the neighboring nations would give them pause. Alone, Creet would struggle to withstand their might.”

“And what would you suggest, Baron Tanarum?” Halreth’s tone was biting. “That we march our armies to the borders and hope the Sal Empire takes notice? Perhaps you would fund this effort with your honey sales?”

A ripple of laughter spread among Halreth’s allies, but Matrum remained unfazed.

“I have recently returned from a journey along the northern coast,” Matrum said, his voice steady. “What I saw was not idle preparation. Sal is massing troops in numbers far beyond what is needed for defense. Their warships are nearly complete, capable of blockading our ports and cutting off our lifeblood—trade. If we do not prepare now, we may not have the chance later.”

Lady Yvenne nodded. “I agree with Baron Tanarum. Waiting for Sal to strike first is not strategy; it is folly.”

“But raising an army will divide the realm,” countered Lord Galdor. “The people are weary from years of unrest. Taxation for a war that may not come will only breed dissent.”

“And doing nothing will breed complacency,” Yvenne snapped.

Alric held up a hand again, silencing them. “We cannot afford division in this court or this kingdom. The summit will proceed as planned, and in the meantime, we will prepare defensively. Baron Tanarum, you will oversee these preparations.”

Matrum inclined his head. “As you command, Your Majesty.”

Alric turned his gaze to the rest of the court. “I ask for your loyalty in this endeavor. Whatever our differences, we are all Creetians. We must stand together if we are to preserve our way of life.”

King Alric took a measured breath before continuing, scanning the faces of the gathered lords and ladies. The weight of expectation pressed against his chest, but he refused to let it show. His voice, steady but firm, carried through the grand hall.

“My father ruled Creet with vigilance,” he said, his knuckles white as he gripped the arms of his throne. “He saw the Sal Empire for what it was—a looming shadow on our borders, an enemy whose ambition knows no restraint. He strengthened our fleets, reinforced our walls, and ensured that Creet would never be caught unprepared. And yet, war never came. For all his efforts, for all his foresight, we remained at peace. Some would say that was proof of his success. Others would call it paranoia.”

He leaned forward slightly, letting his gaze settle on Lord Galdor, then Lady Yvenne. “I do not share my father’s obsession with war. I do not wish to see our people bled dry by conflict. But I am not blind, nor am I complacent. Sal’s movements are clear. Their warships line our coasts; their armies gather like storm clouds on the horizon. To ignore them is folly, but to rush to war without cause is worse. I will not be the king who drags Creet into battle without exhausting every path to peace.”

A murmur rippled through the court. Some nodded in approval, while others exchanged wary glances. Lord Halreth, lounging in his seat with thinly veiled disdain, scoffed. “Your Majesty speaks of peace as if Sal will grant it. A summit of nations? An appeal to reason? Tell me, do you expect them to be moved by polite words and treaties? Or will they laugh as they sharpen their swords?”

Alric did not rise to the bait. He turned his gaze toward Halreth, his voice unwavering. “Sal believes in power, Lord Halreth, and power is not only measured in swords. It is measured in unity, in alliances that force an empire to reconsider its ambitions. If the free realms stand together, Sal will think twice before marching upon our lands. But if we stand alone, then yes, they will sharpen their swords, and they will use them.” He let the words settle before adding, “I do not intend to ask for peace on bended knee. I intend to remind the world that Creet is not without allies and that war with us will not be easy.”

Silence hung in the hall for a long moment. Then Lady Yvenne nodded in approval. “Your Majesty speaks wisely. A divided world is easy prey. If Sal believes they will face more than just our armies, they may hesitate. And hesitation is an advantage.”

Lord Galdor, ever the pragmatist, folded his arms. “And if they do not hesitate? If they come regardless? If our ‘allies’ do nothing?”

Alric did not flinch. “Then we will be ready.” His voice was steel now, cutting through the air like a blade. “But I will not let my father’s shadow rule me. I will not see Creet fall to fear before the first arrow is loosed. We will prepare, we will defend, but we will not march blindly into war. Let Sal make their choice, and let them see that we are not weak. We are Creet, and we will endure.”

The murmurs returned, this time heavier with thought, with the weight of deliberation. Some nodded. Others remained skeptical. But Alric had planted the seed. Now, it was only a matter of whether his nobles would water it—or let it wither in the coming storm.

There was a murmur of assent, though Matrum could see the lingering doubt in some faces. The seeds of division had been planted long before this council, and Alric’s task of uniting them would not be an easy one.

As the council adjourned, Matrum lingered, his mind already turning to the monumental task ahead. He would need more than the king’s decree to sway the lords and their houses. Politics was a game of leverage, and Matrum knew it well. He would find what each lord valued most and use it to secure their support.

The bees of his estate had taught him that much. Every hive had its own order, its own rhythm. And if Matrum was to preserve Creet, he would need to orchestrate this court like a hive, each piece working in harmony toward a common goal.

The question remained: could he make the lords see that before it was too late?

Matrum descended the marble steps of the royal palace, the fading sunlight casting long shadows across the plaza. His boots clicked against the polished stone as his thoughts churned. Dealing with the council had been a battle of wits, and though he had made progress, the court’s unity was as fragile as a beekeeper’s veil in a storm.

Leaning casually against one of the palace’s carved stone pillars was Grelix Rindle, captain of the Storm Warden. His wiry frame was cloaked in a sea-green coat that had seen better days, and his ever-present grin played across his weathered face. A battered tricorn hat perched on his head, tilted at a jaunty angle, giving him the air of a man who had little regard for royal decorum.

“Judgin’ by the scowl on yer face, I take it ye didn’t convince the lot of ‘em to grab their swords and march straight into glory?” Grelix asked, straightening as Matrum approached.

“Patience, Grelix,” Matrum replied dryly, stepping past him. “Wars aren’t won in council chambers. They’re won in the spaces between words.”

“That sounds suspiciously like somethin’ a man says when he didn’t get what he wanted,” Grelix quipped, falling into step beside him.

Matrum shot him a sidelong glance. “And what would you know of courtly politics, Captain?”

“Not a damn thing,” Grelix admitted with a chuckle. “But I know people, and I know that when ye put too many o’ them in one room, they tend to argue more than they agree.”

Matrum allowed himself a small smile. “Then you’re more of a politician than you think.”

They reached the carriage waiting at the bottom of the steps. Its polished black wood gleamed in the fading light, the crest of House Tanarum etched into the door. The driver, a stout man in a neat uniform, tipped his hat and opened the door for them.

Once inside, the two men settled into the plush seats. The carriage lurched forward, the wheels creaking as the horses began their steady pace back to Matrum’s estate.

“So,” Grelix said, leaning back and propping one boot against the opposite seat, much to Matrum’s silent irritation. “Did ye get anywhere with the lords and ladies?”

“Somewhere, but not everywhere,” Matrum admitted, pouring himself a small glass of wine from the decanter fixed to the carriage wall. “Lord Galdor remains cautious, Lady Yvenne is with me, and Halreth… well, Halreth would sell his own shadow if he thought it would fetch a good price.”

“That bad, eh?” Grelix said with a whistle. “What about the king?”

“Alric is trying,” Matrum said, sipping his wine. “He has potential, but he’s young and untested. The court smells that weakness, and it makes them bold. He called for a summit, hoping to unify the nations against Sal. It’s a good idea, but it depends on whether the other kingdoms will listen.”

Grelix frowned, scratching his chin. “And what happens if they don’t?”

“Then we’re alone,” Matrum said quietly. “And an army alone against Sal is no army at all.”

For a moment, the only sound was the steady clatter of the carriage wheels and the distant cries of gulls from the harbor. Grelix reached into his coat and pulled out a small flask, taking a swig before offering it to Matrum.

“No thanks,” Matrum said, holding up his wine glass.

“Suit yerself,” Grelix said, tucking the flask away. “Ye know, I don’t envy ye, Matrum. All those lords with their fancy words and their hidden knives… Give me a deck of cards and a table full of drunken sailors any day.”

Matrum chuckled. “Sometimes I envy you as well, Grelix. You deal with honest thieves. I deal with the other kind.”

“And yet, here we are,” Grelix said, gesturing between them. “The thief and the baron, plottin’ to save the world. Makes ye wonder how we ended up in this mess.”

“We ended up in this mess,” Matrum said, “because Telgress doesn’t leave much choice. If we don’t stop her, everything we know—everything we are—will be swept away.”

Grelix nodded, his grin fading. “Aye. I’ve seen what Sal does to people. Once they’ve got their hooks in you, there’s no pullin’ free.”

They fell into a comfortable silence, the kind born from years of camaraderie. The sun dipped lower, the sky awash with hues of orange and purple. The Tanarum estate was still some distance away, but Matrum’s thoughts were already turning to the next step.

“D’ye think we have a chance?” Grelix asked suddenly, his voice uncharacteristically serious.

Matrum looked out the window, watching the landscape blur past. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But if there’s even a chance, it’s worth fighting for.”

Grelix nodded, his grin returning, though softer this time. “Well, ye’ve got me, Baron. And my ship. We’ll get through this somehow.”

Matrum allowed himself a rare moment of optimism. “Yes, we will.”

As the carriage rolled onward, the two friends sat in silence, each lost in their own thoughts, united by the weight of what was to come.

—-

The carriage wheels crunched over the white gravel drive, coming to a halt just as the sun began to dip below the horizon. Matrum’s estate basked in the heavy golden glow of late summer. The manicured hedges were vibrant green, and the air hung thick and still, carrying the sweet, dense perfume of night-blooming jasmine and heated stone. Somewhere in the distance, the lazy hum of cicadas had already begun their evening chorus.

The carriage door opened. Raimon, Matrum’s wiry steward, stood waiting at the foot of the limestone steps, flanked by three attendants.

“Welcome home, my lord,” Raimon said, bowing low as he held the door. “I trust your visit to the capital was productive?”

“Remains to be seen, old friend.” Matrum stepped out of the carriage and into the embrace of the warm evening air.

Grelix followed close behind, blinking against the amber light. He stretched his arms, his joints popping audibly.

“I have made a room ready for Master Rindle,” Raimon continued, his eyes flicking briefly toward the pirate. “We will serve supper shortly.”

“What’s the fare, mate?” Grelix drawled, scratching at his chin.

The steward’s nose wrinkled slightly at the pirate’s uncivilized tone, the silence hanging awkward in the humid air. Recovering his composure with practiced ease, Raimon signaled the attendants. They moved in sync, taking Matrum’s staff and helping him peel off his heavy travel robe. The heat of the day made the lighter silk dinner jacket Raimon offered a welcome relief.

“Quail with sumac cured in pork fatback, peeled almonds, and of course, served with a fresh fig and date sauce,” Raimon recited, smoothing the shoulders of Matrum’s jacket. “The fruit was picked this morning from the southern orchard.”

“Sounds delightful,” Matrum said, adjusting his cuffs. “Any news from Cull?”

Raimon’s efficiency faltered for a fraction of a second. “No, my lord. The dispatch has not found Master Carelock or Lady Altanie. We cling to the hope they find them, and soon.” He lowered his voice, stepping closer. “However, there is another matter…”

Matrum paused, turning to fully face his steward. “Yes?”

“Master Alerion is in the drawing room. He wishes to have a private audience, my lord. He believes it is urgent.” Raimon looked concerned. “He arrived at midday. I informed him you were away, but the Elven Leader insisted he stay until your return. We have made him comfortable, but… he waits for you with some intensity, sir.”

Matrum looked at Grelix. The captain just shrugged.

The heavy mahogany doors to the drawing room groaned open. Matrum stepped inside, and the attendant pulled them shut with a final, echoing thud, leaving the two men in silence.

Alerion stood at the far end of the room, his back to the door. He was studying the portrait of Matrum’s late wife, Lyrelis. The Elven leader looked healthier than when Matrum had last seen him—less gaunt—yet his silver hair seemed starker, almost white against the dim light.

“You… captured her eyes perfectly,” Alerion said softly. His voice did not carry, yet Matrum heard every syllable across the expansive room.

“Leader Alerion.” Matrum moved toward the center table, gripping the top of a high-backed chair.

Alerion did not turn. “Clearly… a masterstroke with the brush, Lord Tanarum.”

“Thank you.” Matrum stopped at the heavy oak table that separated them. He tried to keep his tone light, diplomatic. “Have your people settled in the glade? I trust the accommodations represent a—”

“Nessa and Mesa send their thanks for the books,” Alerion interrupted, his voice devoid of warmth.

Matrum forced a smile, though his guard began to rise. “Good. I was hoping the school would be fin—”

“I did not come to exchange pleasantries, Lord Tanarum.”

Alerion turned. The movement was sharp, predatory. The pleasant facade vanished, replaced by a look of grave intensity.

“Kevalesh esa lon.”

The ancient words hung in the air like smoke. “The Stone has been found.”

Matrum froze. He opened his mouth to feign ignorance, but the Elven lord cut him down with a glare. “I do not want your denials.”

Alerion stepped around the table, encroaching on Matrum’s space. “Young William. The half-blood knight. He is of the House of Eryndor, is he not?”

Matrum didn’t answer.

“He has the Oracle Stone.” Alerion’s voice dropped to a dangerous whisper, his piercing eyes boring into Matrum’s. He looked ancient in that moment, the weight of years pressing down on his shoulders. “I asked myself why a mage would study the Vale of Shadows. Why you would help my people so generously. I thought it was charity. But then… I received word you left for Cull. Then to another Vale.”

Alerion stopped inches from Matrum.

“You have hidden the most important relic of my people. You have been to Runeagon. You found the last of the Ayenshe.” Alerion’s voice trembled, not with fear, but with suppressed rage. “And now, you may have doomed our world.”

Matrum blinked, the color draining from his face.

“To enter Runeagon, you must have crossed the Algonac,” Alerion pressed, his voice rising. “Did you take the boy in with you?”

Matrum reached for the nearest chair, dragging it over the wooden floors with a heavy scrape. He stepped in front of it and sank down, his legs suddenly feeling like lead.

“Yes,” he answered slowly.

The memory washed over him, unbidden and cold. The hidden pathway beneath the dried waterfall. The smell of the stagnant pool where the barrier was thinnest.

“Did the College teach you nothing?” Alerion demanded. “No… surely Lyrelis made you learn that the Algonac is forbidden?”

Matrum stared at the floor, the memory playing out behind his eyes. The magical tether locking into place. His hand leaving William’s shoulder. William would not remember; what had been days for Matrum inside that place would be only seconds for the boy.

“That is His domain. His prison,” Alerion hissed. “And you took his mortal enemy within the walls. You have begun the end, Matrum. The Second Reckoning has begun.”

Matrum’s eyes widened, staring into the middle distance. The realization hit him like a physical blow. In his haste to stop Telgress… in his desperation to save the Deep Magic and the people of Creet… he had missed the shadow looming behind it all.

He thought of William’s vision outside of Cull. The sheer, overwhelming power that had been backing Telgress.

“The Soul of Chaos…” Matrum muttered, his voice trembling.

The Elven leader leaned close, his shadow falling over the mage. Then, with a whisper cold and spoken as a curse, he uttered the word. It was the name that all who knew the histories from the Canticle of Leaves dreaded. The name that all Elves who remembered… feared.

“Aesthalis.”
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The Oracle Stone was wrought to guide the worthy. We, the blessed of the Great Spirit, did bind it to our bloodline—through strength, sacrifice, and sanctified rite.

The five noble houses falter. Their blessings have faded. Soon, they shall wither and age as mortal men. Aesthalis stirs in wrath. The lines of Man are scattered, their banners broken at Athrerell. The Dwarves are gone—their cities, hollowed ruins lost to silence. And now, the whispers of Chaos echo through Runeagon.

We shall not remain. Corruption must not spread. The Deep Magic must be restored. The Balance must endure. Thus we leave the Stone—For one yet to come. Like the king who gave his life to seal the Shadow’s flesh. Though his fall broke our spirits, still our line remains.

We entrust the Stone to the earth, that one of our blood may rise, should ever Aesthalis return.

The world turns. The winds shift. Let this be known.




—Thesusa of House Eryndor, Son of Ketalmere of the Ayenshe, Seventh Cycle of the Falling Star

The golden sands of Morgran stretched endlessly toward the horizon, the heat shimmering in waves beneath the midday sun. The caravan, a procession of colorful wagons and veiled riders, had come to a halt at the edge of the desert. Beyond , the spires of Cull’s port city stood faintly visible in the salt-haze distance.

William Carelock stood beside a bay horse, his armor dulled with the dust of the journey from the Valley of Glass. Altanie was at his side, holding her shield, Unity. Her bow was slung across her back, and her chestnut hair was veiled beneath a heavy scarf to hide the telltale points of her ears. She was quiet, as always, but her eyes took in every detail of the horizon, ever watchful.

Before them stood Sabine, the holy man of the Four Winds, resplendent in flowing robes of white and gold. His dark skin shone in the sunlight, and his deep-set eyes radiated warmth. Around them, the caravaners of the Seeha ku Gothon gathered, murmuring their farewells.

“My friends,” Sabine began, his voice rich and melodic, “our paths part here, but the winds assure me that our meeting was no accident. You have brought light to this journey, and your courage has been a beacon in these dark times.”

William inclined his head, uncomfortable with the reverence. “You’ve been more than kind to us, Sabine. Without your help, we’d have been lost in the sands.”

“Nonsense,” Sabine said with a smile, spreading his hands wide. “The Four Winds brought you to me, just as they will carry you to where you are needed next. But before you go, you must allow me to send you off properly.”

He clapped his hands, and the caravaners sprang into motion. Tables were brought forth and draped with bright cloths, laden with fruits, breads, and spiced meats. Pitchers of cool water and wine were set beside them, their surfaces beaded with condensation. Musicians appeared with drums and flutes, their melodies weaving through the air like a prayer.

Altanie glanced at William, her brows raised in a silent question. He gave her a small shrug, a faint smile tugging at his lips. “It seems refusing isn’t an option.”

Sabine gestured for them to sit beneath a large, tasseled canopy. As they ate, the holy man spoke of his travels and the wisdom he had gathered from the winds. The caravaners danced and sang, a celebration of life in a world often shrouded in shadow.

When the meal was done and the sun began its slow descent, Sabine rose. “Come. One last blessing before you go.”

He led them to the edge of the camp, where the soft sands met the hard-packed road to Cull.

“William Carelock,” Sabine said, placing a heavy hand on William’s shoulder, “you bear a burden that would break lesser men. But you are not alone. Remember that the winds, like the world, are never still. They shift, they change, and they bring strength where it is needed most.”

William bowed his head. “Thank you, Sabine. For everything.”

Sabine turned to Altanie, his dark eyes meeting her emerald gaze. “Altanie, once of the slums. Silent watcher. Steadfast protector. The winds see your heart, even when you hide it. Trust in your strength and in those who stand beside you. You are more than the shadow you believe yourself to be.”

Altanie’s lips parted, but she said nothing. She simply nodded, her hand brushing the shield strapped to her back.

Sabine stepped away and raised his arms. The caravaners joined him, their voices blending into a harmonious chant. The winds picked up, swirling around William and Altanie like an unseen embrace, tugging gently at their cloaks.

When the chant ended, Sabine smiled. “Go with the winds, my friends. They will carry you to your destiny.”

William and Altanie mounted their horses. As they rode away, the blessings of the Seeha ku Gothon lingered in the air long after the colorful wagons had faded from sight.

Altanie glanced over at William, her veil slipping slightly to reveal a rare smile. “He’s right, you know,” she said softly.

William looked at her, his brow furrowing. “About what?”

“You’re not alone.”

For a moment, the weight on his chest seemed to lift. “Neither are you.”

Cull rose from the desert like a jagged crown, its sandstone towers and domes shimmering in the amber glow of the setting sun. The city was a labyrinth of narrow streets and bustling markets, filled with the clash of foreign tongues and the scent of spices and rot.

Beneath its vibrant surface lay danger.

William and Altanie rode in silence as they approached the port district. The air here was thick with salt and the distant creak of ships swaying in the tide. The horses plodded cautiously over cobblestone roads, and the stares of passersby lingered just a bit too long.

William was hesitant to return to Cull. Here, people treated elves and sold them into slavery. The thief who tried to pick Matrum’s pockets. Along with meeting the treacherous snake Kazran Vohr.

“Eyes ahead,” William murmured, his voice low.

She nodded, her hood drawn tight. “Always .”

The port was a hive of activity. Sabine’s generosity had provided William with enough coin to secure passage, but every inquiry was met with shaking heads.

“No ships bound for Creet?” William asked a grizzled dockmaster for the third time, frustration creeping into his voice.

The man leaned on a thick ledger, eyeing William with a mixture of suspicion and pity. “Not this time of year, lad. The summer winds make for dangerous seas along that route. Any captain fool enough to try wouldn’t make it far.”

William ran a hand through his dark hair. “There must be something.”

The dockmaster stroked his beard. “There’s one ship heading north tomorrow afternoon. It’s bound for Ashford of Rynnal. Not Creet.”

William’s chest tightened.

Rynnal.

His homeland. He hadn’t set foot in Rynnal since the fall of Reynard, now firmly in the grip of the Sal Empire. William was born in Ashford, the seat of Lord Manruck. It was a three-day ride from the capital. The name alone stirred a cocktail of fear, anger, and guilt. If Reynard had fallen, surely Ashford had suffered the same fate.

“Rynnal,” he breathed, the word tasting like ash. He swallowed his emotions, checking his surroundings. “Who’s the captain?”

“Captain Jorn. Runs the Seastrider. Decent enough ship, if you don’t mind being packed in like sardines.”

Altanie shifted beside him. “Do we have a choice?”

William hesitated, then shook his head. “No.”

He handed the dockmaster a few coins. “Where can I find Captain Jorn?”

“Pier six. Big fellow, red beard, loud voice—you can’t miss him.”

They found the captain exactly as described, bellowing orders to a crew loading barrels of provisions onto a schooner that had seen better days. After a brief negotiation, William secured passage. Jorn didn’t ask questions, but he gave William an appraising look—the look of a man who knew a fugitive when he saw one.

As they left the pier, moving quickly toward the city proper to find an inn, Altanie broke the silence.

“You’re uneasy.”

“Ashford isn’t exactly a welcoming place,” William replied, his jaw tightening.

Altanie gave him a sidelong glance. “And for someone with your history, it’ll be even less so.”

“If anyone recognizes me…”

“They won’t,” she said firmly. “We won’t let them. We will be quick as shadows.” She paused, considering. “If the port is watched, maybe we could go by land? Follow the marshlands near the lower Estmer Forest and the Veiled Peaks, cross the Gladden River into lower Sal…”

William shook his head. “That would take weeks. And the Great Spirit knows what’s in those Marshlands. They say it’s full of Sherk’in.” He shuddered involuntarily. “The only thing worse than being hanged by Sal patrols is being skinned alive by those demons.”

He stopped, his hand drifting to the pommel of his sword. Two men were standing by a crate of dried fish, watching them. They were dark-skinned, their faces marked with intricate, jagged tattoos. They weren’t looking at the horses. They were looking at Altanie.

Slaver markings.

“We need to keep moving,” William whispered, steering Altanie toward the busier thoroughfare. “We need to get to Matrum to learn more about Aesthalis. But we can’t do that if we end up on a sales block in Cull.”

The men pushed off the crate, taking a step toward them.

“Come on,” William urged, quickening his pace. “Don’t look back.”

They hurried into the press of the crowd, disappearing into the noise of the city, hoping the shadows would hold them until the tide turned.


—-


Finding a safe place to stay in Cull was no easy task. The city’s disdain for Elves and Half-Elves was palpable, and even veiled as they were, the wrong look or word could expose them. They settled on a small, shabby inn near the edge of the port, its dimly lit common room filled with weary sailors and merchants too tired to care about strangers.

Their room was sparse, with a single narrow bed and a rickety table. Altanie leaned her bow against the wall and began sharpening her dagger, the rhythmic scrape of metal against stone filling the silence. William sat on the edge of the bed, his thoughts drifting.

“Rynnal,” he said finally. “I never thought I’d go back so soon.”

Altanie paused, glancing at him. “You don’t have to, you know. We can wait for another ship. One heading straight to Creet.”

“It could be weeks before the seas are safe for that route,” William said, staring at the floorboards. “We don’t have that kind of time. Telgress will not wait for the weather to clear, and Zehrid is still out there. He could be waiting to strike again.”

Altanie nodded, but her expression remained guarded. “Then what is truly bothering you?”

William hesitated, running a hand over the hilt of his sword, Retribution. “When Reynard fell… I failed to protect it. My city, my people. I fled while others died. Returning there feels… wrong. Like I abandoned my country.”

Altanie set her dagger aside and crossed the room to stand beside him. “You survived. That wasn’t a failure. That was fate giving you a chance to fight another day.”

“Tell that to the people who didn’t survive,” William muttered, his voice bitter.

She placed a hand on his shoulder, her touch light but steady. “You can’t change what happened, but you can decide what happens next. If going to Rynnal gets us closer to stopping Telgress, then it’s worth it. You are the bearer of the Oracle Stone.”

“I don’t even know what that means.” He looked at Altanie, then leaned back, resting his head against the rough wooden wall. “Ever since Matrum found me, I’ve been running to stop Telgress. But after the Vale of Glass… I have so many questions. Aesthalis. It keeps calling the stone Kevalesh. That’s not Elvish I’ve ever heard.”

Altanie went still. Her hand dropped from his shoulder.

“It’s not just a word, William.” Her voice dropped to a hush. “It is High Elvish. Ancient tongue.”

She sat down next to him on the edge of the bed, wringing her hands together.

“My father taught me verses from the Canticle of Leaves when I was little. They banned books in the slums—especially Elven books—but my father had one. He kept it hidden beneath the floorboards.” She took a deep breath, her eyes unfocused as she reached into the past. “There is a prophecy. A warning.”

William sat up straighter. “What does it say?”

“It speaks of the Kevalesh—the Stone—as a key,” Altanie whispered. “It states that the Stone served to imprison the Spirit of Chaos in the Algonac.”

“The Algonac?” William frowned. “The Forbidden Place?”

“The Prison of Chaos,” she corrected. “The Canticle says if the wrong hand uses the stone… or if the blood of Eryndor were to enter that forbidden place with the stone… the lock would break.”

She looked at him then, her green eyes wide and serious.

“It is an Elvish doomsday story, William. The Second Reckoning. They say if the Algonac is opened, Chaos will rise, and the world will end in fire and shadow.” She hesitated, then added softly, “The prophecy speaks of a ‘Last Bloodline.’ One who carries the Stone. It doesn’t say they will save the world… only that they hold the power to break it.”

William looked down at his hands, the weight of her words settling over him like a shroud. He didn’t know much about bloodlines or ancient kings, but he knew the power he felt humming in the Stone.

“Let’s hope the stories are wrong,” William whispered.

“For all our sakes,” Altanie replied.

“When Matrum told me outside of the Vale of Shadows that you, a half-blood, had the Oracle Stone…I was…scared. I almost ran. But when I saw you exit that place, changed, and defeat Madagon… I knew the house of Eryndor lived. And I saw hope…hope for our people. A bridge that could use the Deep Magic to stop the hate. I knew you would not destroy this world. You would protect it. And I would protect you. Our history.” She smiled. “It gave me hope.” She reached over and lifted Unity, her shield gifted to her by the Great Spirit. And this made it real.

There was a long silence. Their eyes locked.

William smiled faintly. “Idealist.”

Altanie scoffed and then hit him with a pillow. “You take the first watch.”


—-


William sat at the rickety table, the wood rough against his elbows. Retribution rested in the corner, gleaming faintly in the dark, close enough for him to grab in a heartbeat. Through the open window, the sounds of Cull drifted in—drunken shouts, the bark of a stray dog, and the distant, rhythmic lap of the tide against the docks.

The room was stifling. The desert heat refused to break even with the moon high. On the narrow cot, Altanie had washed the road dust from her skin and lay fast asleep. Her breathing was slow and steady, a stark contrast to the racing of William’s mind.

He had stripped off his heavy leather armor, leaving it in a heap by the door. His tunic, once white, was stained with travel, and sweat clung to his collar. He reached into the hidden pocket of his trousers and withdrew the Oracle Stone.

He held it up, letting the silver moonlight spill over its surface.

It wasn’t just a rock. It was alive. Its veins of orange and blue pulsed rhythmically, syncing perfectly with the beat of his own heart.

He spoke to it softly, his voice barely a whisper. “What do we do? Why did you have me find these Vales? These places where the Deep Magic touches the world?”

He turned the stone over in his fingers, wondering about the pattern. To stop Telgress and Aesthalis… he knew that was the goal. But Altanie’s words haunted him. A key. A key to the Algonac.

He knew the stories. People whispered of the Algonac to frighten children, much like they spoke of the ruins of Runeagon. It was a realm of terrors, a void outside of time where the Ayenshe had banished the essence of Chaos during a war that spanned two hundred years. The histories were clear: the Ayenshe did not win that war. They merely bound the enemy they could not kill.

As he stared into the gem, the pulsing light intensified. The orange and blue swirls began to spin, faster and faster, until they consumed his vision.

The Stone never lies.

The room faded. The heat vanished, replaced by a sensation of absolute, crushing vastness.

William wasn’t in the inn anymore. He was floating in a void of stars. Before him stood a blinding, radiant light—the essence of the Great Spirit. It was beautiful, warm, and overwhelming. He felt the peace of the Vales, the healing power that had saved him in the Vale of Glass.

But then, the Stone shifted the perspective.

The view rotated, moving around the blinding light. As William drifted to the “back” of the radiance, the warmth turned to a freezing chill. The light didn’t stop, but its source was revealed.

The light wasn’t coming from a sun. It was pouring out of a wound in the dark.

The radiant, golden light of the Great Spirit was merely the skin. Beneath it, fueling it, was a swirling, violent vortex of
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