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I

n the desolate midnight hour, two weary forms cleared a thicket of woods and entered the Shyl Plains. Free from the foliage shrouding them for the past few hours, the two paused to gaze at the blanket of stars overhead. Breathing hard and sweating even more so, they looked away from the lights and down to the horizon. Far across the grassy plains, the yellow lights of their village appeared to be nothing more than faded pinpricks. Anxious to be on their way, their footfalls began once again.

Walking side by side through the high grass, they kept a steady pace. Aching muscles cried for a day’s rest, but to no avail. They were close to the village now and rest would be found soon thereafter. Adjusting their traveling packs and loosening their cloaks, the two figures passed through the darkness like swift shadows.

“This is earlier than I expected,” Tane Ellantri exhaled. His voice was firm like iron, as rugged as his profile. “Mother will be expecting us in another day. She’ll be surprised.”

“As long as we don’t scare her to death sneaking in,” Qenn mused.

The two brothers were making their way home to the small village of Meadow from a two-week fishing trip at the eastern edge of Lower Krune Lake. Traveling afoot, they stayed away from the small towns along the way, keeping to the grassy fields of the Shyl and the forests that resided. It was a three-day walk at best, but the brothers had decided to make the last day without rest, eager to be home away from the troubles they had encountered. 

“With a night as dark as it is...” Qenn sighed. 

“Are you thinking about them still?” Tane asked, not bothering to look at his brother to find the answer.

“I’ll have better things to think of when we get home.”

While fishing, they had come across a few merchants and shared campfire. The merchants were fleeing Skadar Port, the largest city around Lower Krune. Worked in a panic, they quickly told the brothers their first-hand tales of the dark things taking place in the city. Demons cloaked in black, dubbed Takers, roamed the night in search of anyone with magic, taking them, disappearing without a trace. Seers were vanishing everywhere, rumored to be herded off by Takers. Bodies were being found at dawn, dead and broken carcasses that were still smoking from whatever had destroyed them. The merchants cast their tales all night, and when morning broke, they were gone. The impression left on the brothers was enough for them to head home a day sooner than they had planned.

Tane slowed pace, peering over to his brother. “They were just stories, Qenn. You can see that better than I.”

“I know.” Qenn lied. He was too tired to get into an argument, and Tane was right anyhow. In the light of a new day, he would see things clearer. But for now, Takers were his worst fear, and they were all he could think of.

“Smile, brother. We’re almost home.” Tane nudged Qenn’s side before restoring the pace.

Keeping stride, Qenn stole quick glances at Tane. He found it remarkable how different they were. Qenn was pure Elven and it was quite evident. His eyes were green, his skin pale and smooth, and his nose was almost as pointed as his ears. His short blonde hair seemed to shine as if it were silk. His tall frame was narrow, but he was swift and didn’t tire easily. Across his back rested his bow and arrows, and under his belt were two short daggers. Though he shied away from confrontations, he was ready if the need arose. 

Tane on the other hand was rugged and had a well-built physique. He seldom joked and had not been in a playful mood since childhood. Being part Man and part Elf, his features shined on the former as his senses did the latter. He wore a thick patch of brown hair upon his chin that was as wild as his shoulder length mane. Strapped to his left thigh was his broadsword as usual, though he had rarely a use for it. 

Qenn watched his brother for a moment more, then turned to the glowing lights in the distance. Home. He sighed deeply. He decided that it would be a long time before he was to leave it again.

The trip to the Lower Krune had been a troubling one for the most part. Aside from the tales of the Takers, other news came to the brothers that was upsetting. It seems that a war was on the rise between Elves and Men. Peace between the two Races had been absent for quite some time, but things had taken a turn for the worse. King Andelline’s son, Prince Pal Rae, had become missing several weeks ago and the Elven house of Lord Terill Estrial is being blamed. 

King Andelline pleaded for his son’s safe return several times before offering a reward for any news of Pal Rae’s whereabouts. News returned immediately, confirming his suspicions. Terill Estrial however, denies any involvement. Since then, skirmishes have erupted along the border of the Lyyn Forest, where the Forest Elves live, and the northern Shyl.

King Andelline had sent several messengers to bring news of peace talks. None of his messengers returned. Before calling an all-out war, he decided to make the trip himself, taking with him nearly three dozen of his skilled guards. Capturing an elf from a lookout post, the King made his demands quite clear and sent the elf to relay the message. The elf returned a day later. A time was set and a day announced where the two sides would speak face to face. That day would be tomorrow. 

“Do you believe the peace talks will be a success?” Qenn asked curiously.

“To tell the truth, no.” Tane kept his iron chin pointed east toward their village. “I don’t believe that the King will find the answers he’s hoping for.”

“You think the Prince is elsewhere.” Qenn stated. He shifted his pack to a more comfortable position across his back and looked to his brother, watching him nod.

“I can see no reason the Elves would capture him. What have they to gain? They do not want a war.” Tane swiped a blade of grass and began to chew on it as he walked. When he began again, his choice was soft, sympathetic. “I think that the King is heartbroken and is not thinking clearly. His advisors would do better to rethink the whole mess and turn their search elsewhere. The Forest Elves have magic; it would be a battle that the King would not win.”

Qenn had been thinking pretty much the same thing. Being an elf, he saw no reason for the kidnaping of the Prince. If Terill Estrial wanted to hurt King Andelline, he would use more of a direct approach. Seeing how his brother was part Man and part Elf, Qenn wondered what side he would take and was glad that they agreed on the issue.

“I imagine it would be hard to lose a son,” Qenn finished solemnly.

Tane gripped Qenn’s shoulder firmly. “Let’s not let mother find out.”

Scaling a short hill, the two brothers looked across the valley beyond. Somewhere in the midst of the few burning lights awaited their home. Fresh food and water, a change of clothes and a warm bed, were only a few miles away. A gentle breeze came and went, drying the beads of sweat across their damp skin. The warm night air was cooling, and more clouds began masking the stars. The night was growing old and soon dawn would break. The brothers hoped to be home in time to salvage what sleep they could before then.

It was nearly two hours later before they reached Meadow. Shops were hours from opening and the streets were silent. A few lamps lit the corners of intersections, but for the most part Meadow was a shadow. There were no ale houses in the village, no drunkards lying abandoned. There were no crimes, no violent acts worth conversing. Meadow was made up of farmers and the like, craftsmen whose nights were better spent asleep with family.

Rounding a corner, the two Ellantri brothers moved towards a house sitting at the outskirts. Domed by trees and surrounded by bushes and flowers, the old house appeared well hidden in the night.

“A sight for sore eyes,” yawned Qenn. 

He unstrapped his pack and left it dangling from his right hand as they passed through the front gate. He walked a few more paces before he realized that Tane had stopped. He peered back to the wooden fence. 

“What is it?”

Tane was bent close to the latch on the gate, his fingers running slowly over the lock. He straightened, walked into the yard, and shut the gate behind him. Standing next to his younger brother, he replied, “The lock is busted.”

Qenn followed his brother to the porch and smirked. “How you could manage to see that in the dark, and yet catch no fish in the day, is beyond me.”

Tane paused before opening the door. “The gate was fine when we left.” He allowed a smile. “But you are only an elf, how would you see that?”

Watching the other smile, Tane reached for the door and brushed the handle. The door creaked open. The brothers paused unexpectedly, before seeing what they had missed. The door frame was shattered. Broken wood lay scattered in splinters.

Tane raced through the doorway and instantly hit the floor. He rose quickly, standing in debris. “Mother!”

Qenn fumbled through his pack and produced a small lantern. Within seconds, Qenn raised the light out before him and entered the house.

“Mother!” Tane’s voice thundered.

With shadows dancing from the sway of the lantern, the brothers fell ill. Broken glass and busted wood littered the floor. Clothing was strewn everywhere, shredded into rags. Pools of dark liquid lay underneath and against the remains of their belongings. Their home was torn apart from wall to wall.

“Mother!” cried Tane this time, clutching his broadsword tight as no response came.

Qenn hung the lantern from a ceiling hook and joined his brother as they searched through the remains. Tossing things this way and that, their hands became slippery with red liquid. Their hearts pounded with a sinking feeling of what they were going to find.

“Tane!” Qenn was hunched down over the broken table. A dark form lay underneath in rubble. “Bring the light!”

Tane snatched the lantern and rushed into the kitchen. Qenn pulled pieces of wood off the body. As the light lowered to the face, the brothers gasped in horror.

“Bryni!” Qenn cried. “What happened to him?”

Bryni looked as if he had been torn by a maddened animal. Gripping what remained of his friend’s head, Qenn noticed how warm it was. Instantly he was on his feet, daggers in hand. His thin body began shaking as his fears began dancing in the dark before him.

“Tane, he’s still warm!”

Tane straightened by Qenn’s side, knowing what it meant. They moved as one, eyes wide and intense. Weapons ready. Pulses racing. Hearts pounding. They stalked through the darkness, from room to room, finding only dark splatters and broken possessions.

Through one large room and down the hall, they stepped into the remains of their mother’s bedroom. Tane exhaled sharply then paused. Qenn never felt his daggers slide free from his hands. 

Centered on the floor, broken in ways that could not mend, their mother’s body lay. A dark pool surrounded her motionless form.

Qenn tried to speak but couldn’t. He slowly made his way to her, kneeling beside her in disbelief. He carefully cradled her lifeless form into his arms and began to weep.

“Who would’ve done this?” Tane’s voice echoed softly. “She did not deserve...”

A floorboard creaked from the kitchen, bringing Tane to his feet instantly. His sword rose to a striking position, his eyes peering through the darkness. Qenn kissed his mother’s forehead, then wearily rose. His teary eyes focused as he picked up his fallen daggers. Whatever had done this to his mother and friend was still lurking in the house.

Carefully the two brothers moved from their mother’s side and into the hall. Chills danced across Qenn’s pale skin as he stepped over broken beams, moving into the opened area. Once there, they turned for the kitchen.

Then Tane stopped.

Standing in the middle of the room, Tane peered into the dark kitchen. The lantern was out. A cold chill swept over him. His senses screamed that something was there, telling him to flee immediately. He could feel another presence—dark and terrible, hiding in the shadows. He swallowed hard, gripped his sword tight and waited for something to move.

Qenn stood at Tane’s side, his strong Elven senses warning him as well. His eyes scanned the darkness, searching into the room far deeper than his brother. His mouth was open as he breathed slowly, trying to remain quiet, trying to hear through the awful silence.

Then he saw it. 

Slouched in the corner directly across the room, hooded in a black cloak, something waited. A faceless cowl gleamed right at him. He found that he couldn’t move; he couldn’t look away; he couldn’t speak. He could feel its presence coming closer to him, drawing him in, but was helpless against it. He noticed Tane’s body shifting as he still searched, unaware. Qenn’s alarms were all ringing. 

Run!

The dark being remained motionless, masked by shadow. Qenn could feel its disturbing presence; it wasn’t human. Qenn felt as if its presence was strangling him. He could feel the ick embracing his skin as if the plagued air surrounding it was falling on him like a web to keep him immobile. Then it would strike. A word echoed in his mind: Taker! 

Across the room, he watched the black figure finally move—tall and menacing, dark and forbidding, heading right for him.

The sharp ting of the daggers hitting the wood floor broke the silence, causing Tane to look down in question. His brother’s weapons lay at his feet, their wielder staring intently across the room.

“Qenn? What—?”

Suddenly shattered wood moved ahead of them. In the darkness, something large approached. “Qenn!”

Qenn snapped out of the trance, gathered his thoughts, and turned to his brother. His face was overwhelmed with panic. “Takers!”

Before Tane could offer any comment, a terrible wail rose out in front of them as the figure stood, arms towering above. From beneath the empty cowl, two pupils burned like dying embers.

Tane staggered and slipped on a pool of liquid, landing next to Bryni’s corpse. He held the other’s empty gaze for a moment and then scrambled to his feet. Raising his sword above his brown hair, he readied himself for an attack.

“Get out of here, Qenn!”

Qenn grabbed Tane by the arm just as his brother was about to charge. He pointed to the back door where other dark figures were approaching.

“There’s nothing we can do! There’s too many!” Qenn gave Tane a jerk towards the door, but Tane held ready for a few seconds more.

As more Takers entered the room, crimson eyes held them in check. Tane could feel his life being drawn out; the Takers’ power was beyond anything he had ever seen. He turned to Qenn, pulling him quickly to the door.

As they cleared the house, shrill screams exploded from within. The front door shattered as their hunters gave chase, blacker than the night around them. 

“Run!” Qenn cried.

Tane looked back to see a mass of shadows spilling past the fence and into the street. He and Qenn sped through Meadow, changing course as often as they could, hoping to put as much distance between them and the demons following.

“Where do we go?” Qenn gasped.

Keeping a drastic pace, the brothers reached the far end of town and paused behind the water mill. Pressing themselves into the shadows of the wood-planked building, they searched the area for anything following. For the moment, they were safe.

Qenn reached under his belt and produced a small hunting knife. He frowned deeply. “Those were Takers. Why were they at the house, Tane?”

“All I know is that we need someplace to hide,” Tane shuddered.

“We could go to Ruul.” Qenn spoke quickly, desperate for a route of the town. “Or even back to Skadar Port, if we had to.”

“We don’t know if they’re after us. Maybe they’ve given up.”

“Why would they be after us anyway?”

“I don’t know, Qenn. Let’s hope they’re not.”

“We have to leave, Tane. We have to get mom...” Qenn couldn’t finish. He knew they could not go back to the house. Not yet.

Tane understood his brother’s concern. Ruul was an even smaller village than Meadow and it was open plain all the way there. Skadar Port was the only logical choice. It was a ruthless city, overrun with outlaws and those with no morals, but it was the only place where they could lose their pursuers.

Screams broke the silence from the other side of the village. Takers.

Tane stared into his brother’s worried eyes. “We’ll take the woods to Skadar Port, brother. Are you ready?”

Qenn looked down; he was shaking and trying to hold back his tears. “I wasn’t ready for this, Tane. She shouldn’t have died like that. Not her. And Bryni was just waiting for us. He didn’t deserve anything like this.”

Tane wrapped his big arms around Qenn, squeezing his narrow frame close. “This is not our fault, Qenn. We have no idea why they’re here. This is all a mistake. Maybe we can find someone who can give us some answers. But right now, there’s nothing we can do. If we don’t leave now, they will find us.” He could feel Qenn shaking, sobbing into his shirt. “Qenn, we must go.”

“Tane...” Qenn cried. The fear paralyzed him. He thought he could hear them rushing closer. But he couldn’t move. He just wished everything was a mistake and that he could close his eyes and when he opened them again everything would be back to normal.

Tane grabbed his brother’s shoulder. “Qenn!”

Qenn looked, following Tane’s gaze. Shadows were shifting around houses on the edge of their vision. They were coming.

“Qenn, come on.” Tane urged, helping Qenn from his frozen stance.

After taking a quick look around, the brothers raced for the shelter of trees ahead of them, disappearing into the dark.
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n the early morning hours of the day, far to the south and east of the Lyyn Forest, separated by the vast plains of the grassy Shyl, and crested at the foothills of the Caltar Mountains, Turyn Andelline was far ready to adjourn the meeting with his council of advisors. In a chamber sparsely lit with lanterns casting dark shadows across angry faces, five men seated the wooden table high in the castle’s uppermost level discussing the day’s peace talks. Among them were Lon Ruell, First Captain of Bowmen, and Ern Dwull, army commander, seated next to the King, addressing him of the army and the territory they would most likely be battling in should the peace talks fail. Expressing great concern against the direction the meeting was taking, Wilt Oan voiced a strong debate, but to no avail. Being the King’s advisor in relations with the Races, Wilt tried to force the issue of peace, but it seemed certain that it fell on deaf ears.

“My Lord send scouts to other regions. Make sure—”

The King cut off Oan immediately. “Scouts have been sent as you know. That is how we were informed of the Elves participation. I see no reason to waste more time looking elsewhere. If my son is to be found, then Lord Estrial will have a say in it.”

Wilt Oan didn’t bother masking his displeasure. He ran his thick fingers from his snow-white beard across his bushy eyebrows and through his short pale hair with an audible groan. Shaking his head, he stared to the floor between his legs.

“My men are ready, my Lord. We await your command.” Commander Ern Dwull affirmed, sitting back in his chair and stroking his black beard. He wore a black hunting outfit, and his dark, shoulder-length hair was tied behind his ears. He was a veteran soldier-made-commander of the King’s army, and like the rest of the council this night, he was focusing on the beginning of a war.

“My men are not afraid of their magic, my Lord,” he finished. His arms folded into his chest, and he stared down the long wooden table to where King Andelline sat waiting.

Wilt pounded a fist into the old wood slab. “Because you underestimate it! Arrows and swords will not be enough! You will not win a war against the Forest Elves.”

“Choose your side now, old man!” Ern Dwull bickered back, growing frustrated.

Lon Ruell rose to his feet at the King’s side, standing tall, commanding their attention. “Enough. It is pointless to argue this matter. Our information confirms our suspicions and if the peace talks fail, then we will have no choice in this matter.” His voice was calm as he spoke, but there was no mistaking the serious nature. “Oan, I appreciate your efforts here, but we need to be prepared for the worst, and I think we have done so.”

Lon patted his old friend on the back and sat down next to him. Oan was merely doing his job, he knew. And up to this point, he had kept the King from an all-out assault against the Elves. Wilt should be pleased, Lon thought. If his own son came up missing, he too would expect swift justice.

The King paid their bickering no response. The hour was late, and the meeting was just repeating the few previous. He sat close to the long table with his big hands clasped together out in front of him next to several maps drawn of the Lyyn Forest and the surrounding areas. He took a moment to look into the eyes of those seated around him, staring briefly, as if to measure where they stood, as if he didn’t know already. For the most part, these men were his friends and handpicked to their positions, loyal to him in every way. Wilt Oan had been with him since he took over the throne so many years ago and couldn’t imagine continuing without him. Wilt’s was the only face Andelline passed. He knew all too well what would be found in Oan’s eyes. And this was the one time when they would not agree.

Sighing, Turyn Andelline unclasped his hands and prepared to stand. “I thank you all, but this night is old and tomorrow will be long.”

Kloe Datris, Head of the Red Knights—the King’s personal protectors—moved from out of the shadows behind the king, knowing his departure was coming.

Wilt interjected calmly. “My Lord, I do wish you to—”

The King stood to his feet. His face was weary, worn. He nodded slowly to his council. “Enough. I have heard all that I can stand. Sleep what little you are offered.”

The King turned from the table and walked for the door, Kloe Datris a shadow at his heels, his crimson cloak trailing. A grumbling of mixed emotions arose from those left in the room as they stood and said farewell for the night. Wilt Oan sat with a sour look then pounded his fists into the table.

“Wilt,” Lon began softly, do not take this personally.”

Wilt said nothing. He rose hastily and exited the room, snorting past Ern Dwull.

Lon leaned over the table and began rolling up the territory maps. He was lean and tall, physically fit, and dressed in camouflage hunting garb. He wore his brown hair short, with a thin blade of hair lining his upper lip. Folding a map into his small pouch, he looked across the table to Ern Dwull, who was busy doing the same.

“I have two hundred men sleeping with their families tonight, maybe for the last time.” Lon’s voice was passive, almost soothing in the late hours.

Ern met his gaze frankly. “They took the Prince. The price for that should be death. It must be.” Ern’s voice was hard and cold. He quickly placed his maps into a long cylinder tube and stormed out of the room.

Lon watched him go and then prepared to leave as well. “Goodnight to you as well, Ern.” The corner of his mouth tugged up slightly as he left the room empty.

Traveling the brightly lit halls, King Andelline moved purposefully. A Red Knight stood at either side, with Kloe Datris trailing. Turyn wished to retire for the night without further delay. He had wasted more of the night than he wished, hoping only to review the maps with his council and prepare for the day ahead. But Wilt Oan’s voice sparked several quarrels that didn’t settle and left the King exhausted of conversations on the matter. Fact was, it didn’t matter what voice was against him, his son was taken, and war was forthcoming.

The hall came to an end and turned to the left. After seeing the hall was empty, the King walked into the corner, pressed his fingers against a stone block, and a section of the wall opened with a stairwell behind. He ascended the secret passageway without being seen, leaving the Red Knights without, but knowing that Kloe would follow in the shadows. The old King moved slowly up the stone steps to a landing, and followed the narrow hall lit with torchlight. The events that had transpired over the past few weeks had left him exhausted, aching his mind and body. His troubles, it seemed, were only getting worse with each passing day.

After the disappearance of his only son, Queen Sienna’s mood had turned viscously foul. She didn’t eat or sleep and spent most of her time either sending hunting parties out or waiting for them to return. It was one of her scouts that had brought the news of Pal Rae’s whereabouts, a man whose body was then suspiciously found filled with arrows only hours later. This also was blamed on the Forest Elves. And it was Sienna who kept pressing the issue to attack the Elves, secretly sending out her own band of men in the night to return the prince: hired thieves and cutthroats at best. None of which brought their son home, but more less were sent to destroy as many elves as they could, the King thought.

And where are you this night, my Queen? 

Sienna had left before the sun set, stating that she had some work to finish. Turyn didn’t question; she wouldn’t tell him anyway. They had drifted apart during the past few weeks. It was seldom they were in the same room for more than an hour. And the Queen had taken to resting alone in the highest tower. The King didn’t feel as though she wanted to be alone, so much as she wanted to be away from him. It was rare that she even made eye contact, and any involvement other than in passing was nonexistent. Even though she never came right out and said it, she was letting him know that he was to blame for Pal Rae’s fate.

Feeling himself sink further into the pit he was in, King Andelline knew if the Prince did not return alive, he would lose his wife as well.

The King stopped walking, staring blankly at a stone slab cut into the wall—the secret entrance into his son’s room. He traced one hand over the seam before softly patting the cool slab. There was no need to enter. The Prince’s room would be empty, as it had been for weeks now. The King rubbed his aged hands into his white beard, pushing his loose skin back, sighing in dismay.

“I would give my life for yours, my son. Come home to me.”

His head lowered further, and Turyn continued to his room. If he had a tear left, he would have shed it. But he was all cried out. The worst thoughts of his son’s disappearance had already taken root, and Turyn was beginning to accept that Pal Rae might never come back.

As he moved from the door, he decided that he would not pass near his son’s room anymore.

Turyn kept to his secret passages for the most part these days, wishing to be left undisturbed. His personal guards stayed with him, whether he could see them or not. But unless summoned, he didn’t care to see anyone.

“I know you’re hurting,” a voice cut through the silence, bringing the King to a dead halt. A lone figure detached itself from the wall just ahead, walking closer. The King waited.

“But rushing into war will not solve anything.” The figure came close to the King before stopping. His white beard seemed to shine in the torchlight.

“What do you know of my troubles, Oan? Are you a king with no prince?”

Wilt’s face tightened. “How long have you come to me and how many times have I failed you? Yet, you dismiss me as if nothing I say has any ground.”

The King stiffened. “Have I? Was it not you who insisted in this peace talk? What more would you have me do, Oan?”

“Look elsewhere. I have met with the Forest Elves and I do not believe that they have your son. Listen to reason, my Lord.”

Turyn Andelline was too tired for another confrontation. “Wilt, I have been informed otherwise, as you already know. I will meet with Estrial, and if he is wiser than he’s been, my son will be joining us home!”

“Don’t be a fool!” Wilt’s eyes were flush with anger. He stepped closer to the King. “They will destroy you. Estrial has sent for a sorcerer to accompany him tomorrow. If you—”

“Enough!” Turyn seemed to tower over Oan. “We have been friends for countless years, and I have heard your pleas. If Lord Estrial does not bring forth the whereabouts of my son then all my kingdom shall fall upon him!”

Sadness crept into Wilt’s eyes. He waited a moment before saying, “Then shall fall your kingdom.”

“You will fare better advising Lord Estrial if you wish to keep peace. Now go to your home, kiss your son’s head goodnight, and be grateful he’s alive.” The King stared into Wilt’s eyes with a burning sorrow. “Breathe in his scent deep, for when he’s gone, it will haunt you like a shroud of death. You will catch a small piece of it in the air and your stomach will churn and ache in ways you didn’t think possible! As his face will haunt your sleep, his memories will flee from you! Endless scenarios of what is happening to him, of what has happened to him, will run your thoughts tirelessly! You will wait the nights in his empty room for his return, when he is not coming home!”

Turyn Andelline grabbed Oan by his collar and brought him in close, his heavy breathing filling Wilt’s lungs. His voice was raspy and low, filled with anger and something far more dangerous. “Do you know what it feels like for your spirit to die before your body?”

Wilt Oan trembled in his boots, feeling a look burn into his eyes that he had never seen before. Before he could manage a response, the King released his grasp and swiftly walked away. Wilt slumped against the cool stone wall still trembling. Moments later a shadow passed by. Wilt jumped in response, turning in time to see a scarlet robe disappearing in the shadows.

A few turns and a few hundred footfalls later, King Andelline came to the end of the corridor. Pressing his hand against a secret lever along the stone wall, a door swung silently in. Without pausing, he stepped through into his bed chamber. Once in, the door closed quietly behind, the lock configuring back into place.

The room was large with two wood-framed windows and wall-length curtains. A terrace lay beyond the windows, overlooking the courtyard several hundred feet below. Portraits decorated each wall, and a few large candles burned at a small sitting table near the door. Before undressing, Turyn walked over to an open window and stared out into the night, allowing the cool air to embrace him. From high above the courtyard, he stared without seeing. His mind set on his son, and of what dawn could bring.

His mind drifted in and out of old memories, of people he knew and places he’d been, of things he accomplished and the ache of his losses. He sighed deeply. He would gladly give up all his glories and victories if it were to bring his son home.

Staring into the night, he said softly, “I am too old to be fighting wars. This is not how it should be.”

He made his way to his bed and disrobed, slipping under the sheets, and adjusting his head to the pillow. Sienna’s scent was in the room, he noticed. Gone before he had time to tell her how much he did love her, and that he would do anything to make things right again. He wondered if she would return to speak to him. Probably not, he yawned, deciding that it didn’t matter. Dawn would break before long and he desired what little sleep he could steal. As he closed his eyes, he thought he heard the door shut but paid it no mind. Sienna had returned, he thought wearily. But she would let him sleep. And so Turyn Andelline, with all the troubles waging war in his mind, allowed himself to be swept away.

King Andelline was still half awake when the blade cut into his back, piercing his sternum. The dagger was through his chest again before he could open his eyes. An iron grasp clasped his mouth shut, muffling his screams. His mighty chest heaved once, then fell flat.

It was several hours past dawn when a knock came to the door, followed by the entrance of the chef pushing a breakfast cart. He pushed the cart to the table and prepared the King’s first meal when he noticed a red pool on the floor around the bed. Looking to the motionless body, the chef cried his loudest as he noticed the Elven weapon still buried deep into the back of the King.

“Help! The King’s been slain!”
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ust as the sun was creeping up over the plush treetops, Shadox passed over a wood-planked bridge and entered the kingdom of the Forest Elves, hidden deep within the seclusion of the Lyyn Forest. Across the shadow-covered trail he strolled, appearing as a shadow taken form. Tall and lean, his body was draped in his wet-ash colored cloak. The hood was drawn over his head, allowing only a fraction of his face to be seen within the darkness of the deep cowl.

He had been walking the better part of two weeks now, though his body showed no sign of fatigue, and his long stride maintained. He was traveling from the Shard Peaks, far west of the Spira, where he was exploring the deep catacombs beneath the mountains in search of ancient knowledge. He had been there for nearly a year, searching and researching lost civilizations, before a young Tracker found him and relayed an urgent message from Terill Estrial. The Tracker informed him of the on goings between the two Races, from the disappearance of Pal Rae up to the peace talks. Lord Estrial wanted him present for the meeting, hoping he could shed some light on the situation, or at least sway his old friend from waging war. Being an ally to both Races, Shadox was inclined to agree with Terill and left his studies immediately.

He moved through the forest with certainty. Where others might be oblivious, Shadox knew where the Forest Elves existed. Carefully concealed within the folds of the foliage, construed with the bindings of magic, and woven with the forest elements, the Elven cities went unnoticed to the untrained eye. But Shadox knew the Ailia as well as any elf. He would never get lost in the Lyyn’s tangle while en route to one of his favorite places. He had spent a great deal of time with Lord Estrial, learning everything he could, offering what assistance he could when asked—always welcomed.

As he moved past houses crafted with bark and limbs, Shadox’s thoughts stayed on his old friend Turyn Andelline. The King’s son was missing and presumed dead. He could only imagine how hard Turyn was taking it. And though he was a good king, his temper when stoked had no equal. With his son missing, Shadox knew Turyn would go to no end to diminish his anger. Estrial was right to want him at this meeting.

It had been a few years since the sorcerer had seen his old friend and thought it was sad that it was on such poor circumstances that they would meet again. The King would be upset, he knew, but after long he would come to see things differently and they would talk again of days better spent. He would help Turyn find his son and this matter would be finished.

His thoughts turned then to his own young protégé, Dren. The young man had been left in the hands of the Elves for the past months as Shadox went exploring the deep caves, learning how to master the sorcerer skills he had learned. Shadox smiled, thinking of his pupil. He was anxious to see what Dren had learned in his absence, and decided that when he left the Ailia again, Dren would be going with him.

After passing several long houses, the woods thinned and Shadox entered the Ailia Court—home to the Forest Elves. The village was massive to say the least, with large homes intricately designed in ancient Elven fashion, surrounding the lucid waters of the Ailia Springs. Homes resembled the scenery enclosing them, making them almost invisible.

Shadox moved off the trail, choosing a course of his own, walking between two shops, heading for the extensive buildings just beyond. The well-guarded living quarters of Terill Estrial covered a vast area around the Ailia Court, seemingly from one end of the village to the other. Fenced, and now guarded due to the threats and the attacks made at the outer regions, the residence was unapproachable to someone who did not belong.

Crossing the green lawn and passing several patrolling guards, Shadox found no interference.

In the center of his bed chamber, Terill Estrial stood speaking with a short elf who was dressed in forest-colored garb. Terill was tall and broad for an elf. His chest was thick, and his arms were strong, both evident beneath the silver and green robe he wore. His blonde hair was shiny, kept several inches past his shoulders. His face was long and narrow, and his cobalt eyes were fierce as he spoke vividly, gesturing his hands as if doing so would help explain what he was saying to the young elf.

In mid-sentence, Terill stopped speaking. The side door to his chamber opened and a dark figure entered. Immediately he dismissed the elf, who in turn left the room, closing the door behind. Terill waited a moment longer to see if there would be any further interruptions, before greeting the intruder.

“Your timing is impeccable.” There was an edge to his voice. His narrow brown eyebrows lifted as his face seemed to relax. “Come now, it’s been too long already.”

“Unfortunately for both of us,” Shadox replied, walking into the room.

“I was beginning to think you had better things to do, Shadox.”

With a broad smile, the sorcerer replied, “I’m not yet into the habit of turning away old friends.”

Hands firmly clasped upon meeting, following through to a brief hug and warm smiles. Shadox stood a foot taller, if not more, and the width of his frame seemed to dwarf the other. Shadox removed his hood, his shoulder-length hair the color of his cloak and just as dingy, as Terill motioned for them to sit.

“Water? Ale perhaps, for such an occasion?”

“Perhaps.”

“Still searching for a lost life?”

Shadox grinned. “Way of life. And yes.”

Terill led the way to a small wooden table next to the wall covered in bookshelves, away from the door and windows. They seated themselves facing each other. Terill poured two glasses of red ale.

“Much has changed since your last departure.”

Shadox nodded. “That is the way of things.”

Shadox stared at Lord Estrial for a moment with his black eyes unwavering. Terill had not changed since he had seen him last, nearly five years ago. His skin was nearly flawless, as if it defied age, while his own skin was already beginning to wrinkle. It wasn’t a fair comparison, he thought. Elves could live for hundreds of years.

With his great hands clasped in front of him, Shadox waited for the other to begin. Drinking idly, Terill Estrial finished his glass and poured another before speaking into the dark eyes waiting.

“What do you know so far?”

Shadox shrugged. “Only what your messenger was supposed to tell me.”

Terill laughed. “How I have missed you.” He finished his glass and set it off to the side, rubbing his chin as though a chunk of hair existed. “I have some unfavorable news to share you, old friend. Several weeks ago, I was informed that Prince Pal Rae, son of King Andelline of Cillitran, was missing. He presumes me to have taken him.”

Terill leaned across the table; his eyes focused sharply, his eyebrows slanting angrily. “I have no such prisoner. Nor would I have reason to. I have sent word to King Andelline time and again, but none of my messengers have returned. Each night Men attack outer posts. Threats have been issued: bring the Prince back or die.”

Shadox sat motionless. His face was still settled in the same fashion as it was when he sat. “I know Turyn Andelline. He would not attack if he did not have reason to. Why he seeks the Elves, I do not know. But I will speak to him. Perhaps I can gather some information.”

Terill sat back in his seat. “Do what you must, for your friend’s sake. If the Elves are attacked...” he slowly shook his head.

Shadox studied the other for a moment, his black eyes penetrating the elf’s thoughts. A minute later he looked down to his hands and unfolded them, rubbing his fingers slightly. When he looked up again, his stare was razor sharp and Terill was forced to look away.

“I have come a long way, Elf Lord.” He watched Terill’s expression sag. “What is it, Terill? What do you keep from me?”

After taking a deep breath, Estrial began. “Dren joined two Dark Elves and has left the Ailia. I cannot find them.”

Shadox’s posture seemed to stiffen. His mouth sagged slightly as his eyes opened wide. “When did this happen?”

“Several weeks ago.” Terill watched the other sit back in his chair, his eyes drifting into thought. “They have taken our most powerful talismans.” 

“No.” Shadox gasped in disbelief.

Terill’s voice became cold as he spoke slowly, his eyes filling with anger. “A Mrenx Ku has been formed.”

“You are certain?” Shadox jumped out of his chair at once. “Quickly! We must find them!”

Shadox moved to the center of the room. Drawing his hood over his head, he warned, “I will search for him now. This will take a moment.” Without waiting, he closed his eyes and lowered his head, muttering something beneath his breath.

Shadox could feel the heat of his magic racing up and down the length of his body, searing through his fingers. He was testing the air, casting out his magic in search of Dren’s presence. He kept an image of his young friend in his mind and sent his magic to track him down. He found nothing at the Ailia Court, nor the Lyyn Forest. From there his magic branched out in all directions. The effort was painstaking and slow.

Several minutes had gone by and the sorcerer had not moved. Drops of sweat trickled off Shadox’s face as he tried harder, dipping deeper inside his magic to cast further. At the brink of exhaustion, the sorcerer withdrew his magic and fell to his knees. 

Terill rushed over quickly and helped Shadox onto the bed, feeling his body shaking under the heavy cloak. “Are you alright, sorcerer?”

“A moment,” he replied raggedly. Shadox closed his eyes and allowed his body to recover.

Terill stood watching. What did he do? Keeping his look of disbelief, the Elf Lord stayed at his bedside. They had been close allies for as long as he could remember. He couldn’t think of a better friend to have at the moment.

The world was changing, Terill thought. The Elves knew better than to keep with its ways, but things were working into their midst that they could not ignore. Rumors had spread to the Ailia Court from the far south, where the use of magic was being banned. Seers were disappearing. So were others either practicing magic or born with it. Terill shook his head at the thought. Men were foolish. They were treating an ability to use magic as if it were poison, instead of the gift it was. They feared it. As they tried to remove it from their existence, the Elves welcomed it, harnessed it. Elves understood its nature far more than any other race; they develop it, study it, and commonly practice it. Moderation was the key with its usage. If a person were to indulge in it, there would be a large price to pay.

How hypocritical am I, when of course Dark Elves are the very definition of that price.

Terill frowned. Men had reason to be afraid of the power of magic, he thought. And the Elves had just unleashed a power so great that no man could hope to withstand.

For nearly half an hour Shadox remained motionless. His chest didn’t appear to rise, nor fall. Terill grew concerned. Then abruptly Shadox was at his feet, appearing as if nothing had happened. His face and eyes had regained their life, and he was back to looking invincible.

Terill glanced at him uneasily. “What did you find?”

Shadox walked past him and over to the table, pouring a glass of the red ale. After drinking a full glass, he replied, “Not the answers I was looking for.”

The Elf Lord joined him at the table and pressed the issue with caution. “What answers, Shadox?”

“Two things: I scanned the regions for Prince Pal Rae and found his body at the south end of the Caltar Mountains, just beyond the Cillitran palace. He is dead. I will take King Andelline there personally. Of Dren, I discovered nothing. I searched for miles and could not find a trace of him. So, I increased my effort. I discovered something then: far in the north swamp lands something terrible exists. A power so strong it cannot be contained. I believe it to be the Mrenx Ku.”

“Then Dren is dead, too. The magic has destroyed him.”

“Yes, and no. I fear as you do. Our dear friend may very well be alive and dead at the same time. I believe that what they created was far more powerful than they could handle, and now it lives through them. Their physical lives would be destroyed, but their souls...They could still be lost inside of the core of its magic.”

They paused for a moment, each taking in what it meant. Terill noticed a sadness creeping into the other’s eyes. “He was close to completing his training. He had grown strong since you left; powerful. He was awaiting your return to show you as much.”

Shadox sighed deeply. His tan face was lined with anger and confusion. “How...how could this have happened?”

“Persuasion by the Dark Elves can be overpowering to anyone. Dren was young; ambitious. He wanted to know more before he was able. I feel he kept a lot of anger still from his youth. The Dark Elves would have used that as a tool to persuade him. Dren wouldn’t have even known he was in danger.” 

Lord Estrial stared blankly for a second, his eyes distant. “They began experimenting with crystals and potions, trying to create stronger magic. And once they found out how, there was no turning back.”

Shadox firmly placed one hand upon the other’s shoulder. “It is not you to blame, Terill. He was my charge.”

Terill didn’t necessarily agree, but he understood the other’s guilt. Dren was a young boy, an orphan when Shadox found him and took him under his wing, teaching and training him. Dren took to it almost naturally. For months at a time the two would exercise the craft, and when Shadox departed for weeks at a time, Dren stayed behind with the Elves, learning from those who understood the magic far better than anyone else, until he was old enough to test his skill and knowledge on his own.

Shadox treated him as he would a son, giving advice and sharing wisdom outside of magic and talismans. The two held a strong bond that the elder did not ever see breaking. The young boy reminded Shadox of himself at an early age, noticing several traits and characteristics they held in common. And now Dren’s magic was nearly as powerful as his own. Stronger perhaps, he thought, if Dren had been subverted into the Mrenx Ku.

“I’m sorry, Terill. I was gone for too long.” Shadox embraced his friend.

Terill hugged him tight, then let go. “Find him. Save him, if you can.”

Commotion filled the hallway just beyond Estrial’s door, shouts and a flooding of footsteps erupted, growing louder. The sorcerer and the Elf Lord looked to the door just as a heavy thudding beat at it continuously.

“Lord Estrial! Lord Estrial!” A voice summoned from the hall. “Please, I must speak to you!”

It was Bim, a scout on the fringes of the Lyyn, loyal and dependable. Terill looked at the sorcerer in question, hearing the desperate pleas continue, noticing the panic in the halls escalating. 

“Enter!” he called out.

Instantly the door swung in, a mass of rushing bodies seen in the hallway before the elf closed the door and hurried to relay his message. Nodding quickly in homage, and not waiting to be recognized, the elf began speaking eagerly, his words spilling out on top of each other.

“My Lord, forgive my intrusion. I have just received a message from Cillitran. It is reliable and cannot be taken for anything but the urgent truth.”

Terill cut in quickly, seeing the panic in Bim’s eyes. “What is it, Bim?”

The elf looked scared, glancing up to the sorcerer. Terill waved off any questions, “You’re fine. Speak.”

Bim did so quickly. Wearing his hunting attire, the elf nervously rubbed his hat with his narrow fingers. “My Lord, the news is not good. King Andelline was assassinated just this morning.” He watched their faces turn instantly; the Elf Lord and Shadox were stunned. Bim paused for a second before adding, “It was an Elven blade, my Lord. There will be no peace talks.”

The young messenger stood his ground for a moment, watching the shock move in waves across their faces, watching the disbelief settle with confusion. Bim swallowed hard. “That is all, my Lord.” He nodded fully and then left the room to join the turmoil in the hall.

Terill’s eyes were wide, his mouth sagged open. “This cannot be. We would not have...” His voice trailed off as he wandered over to sit at the table, the blood appearing to have been drained from his face.

Shadox followed. He stood at Terill’s side and rested one great hand on the elf’s shoulder, turning him, pulling him close so that their eyes were inches apart. The sadness swept from his dark eyes, turning hard. “Prepare your men for war, Lord Estrial.” He turned for the door leading outside, drawing his hood over his head.

“You’re leaving now?”

As Shadox reached the door, he wheeled back, seemingly angered. “I go first to restore order to the house of Andelline, then mass an army to fight the Mrenx Ku. If we are lucky, I can reason with them before they attack. Spare their lives however, we will need them. Create whatever magic you can to aid us. Be ready, Elf Lord, for the darkest battle.”

“Men are no threat.” Terill dismissed Shadox’s concern annoyingly. 

Shadox paused briefly, his eyes narrowed coldly. “Elf Lord, an army of demons created by the Mrenx Ku marches south. Its numbers I could not count. Find talismans, my Lord. Find them soon.”

Terill Estrial swallowed hard. He felt his strength waiver. “We will be ready, sorcerer. But what would you do for the house of Andelline? The King and Prince are dead!”

Shadox’s voice was deep and threatening as he hastily unfastened the locks on the side door. “Worry for your own, Elf Lord. Worry much.” Shadox slipped quickly through the entrance, disappearing into the garden.

Mulling it over in his head, Terill Estrial walked to the window and looked out to the courtyard seeing no trace of the sorcerer. 
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Deep below the surface of stagnant water and soil, beyond the burning midmorning sunlight, hidden in the lost ruins of an underground citadel, moans and wails of constant pain echoed relentlessly. In the darkness, dozens of Seers stood chained hand and foot to the wall circling a massive ball of pitch blackness. Their bodies were arched forward, chest out, arms and legs stretched back, iron chains taut, as if something was pushing them away from the dirt wall or sucking them from their prison. Their mouths held open, giving them a ghostly appearance. 

But they were not dead. Not entirely.

At their feet, lay the empty husks of Seers whose purposes had been carried out, and their flesh was no longer needed. Their stricken faces were singed around the blackened, empty sockets, while some still had a thin sheet of smoke rising into the pungent, unbreatheable air.

Suddenly bolts of black light snaked their way onto the lifeless corpses, slithering from the dark ball of energy. The magic consumed its victims’ bodies, coating their flesh, sinking into it, nesting a home. Minutes later the bodies convulsed, heaving, and throbbing as if something terribly wrong was taking place within them. Wails of unbridled pain exploded from their mouths as the black light brought them to life. Rising slowly, the new Takers stood before their master and awaited a command.

In their midst, blacker than the gloom surrounding it, the Mrenx Ku pulsated with life. It was strong enough to poison the land around it, to pollute the air and water. It would extend its range south and corrupt all life there as well. Everything would be destroyed. A piece of itself was already working on destroying those who could prevent its overtaking. That spirit, that small piece of itself, would find the powerful talisman and return it before the world even knew it existed. Then it would take shape and leave the lair. Then darkness would fall, and the rebirth would begin. 

Until then, the Takers would do its bidding.
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“H

old up!” exhaled Tane Ellantri sharply, doubling over next to a tree, gasping for air in his aching lungs. His body ached all over. Sweat coated his pale face in a shine, while his clothing was soaked. Dizzied, he slumped against the tree and began sliding down, blackness washing over his sight.

Qenn turned, seeing his brother on the verge of collapsing. “Tane!”

“Qenn...” Tane mumbled incoherently.

Qenn rushed back and knelt beside his brother. “Take a few minutes. Get your breath.” Qenn produced a smooth brown pouch from his waistbelt and began to trickle water into Tane’s mouth, a little at first then more as he could handle it. After a few moments, he allowed himself a much-needed drink. “We’ll fill up once we get to the Krune. Give me a minute, and I’ll get you something to eat.”

They were midway through a thicket of woods, moving towards the eastern edge of the Lower Krune, still days away from Skadar Port. They had run straight through the night and into the morning without slowing, the Takers fresh in their minds, and their last visions of their mother and Bryni was enough to fuel them without slowing. By navigating from the stars, they stayed far from the main trails, far from anyone, anything traveling. They encountered nothing through the darkness of the forest and now as the sun shined overhead, the brothers still felt as if they were being followed.

Qenn spoke softly. “I can still feel them.”

Tane understood. He was also having a hard time shaking off their presence. “Rest, Qenn. Regain some strength.”

Qenn’s mind was still back in Meadow. “I keep thinking that any moment I’ll wake up and this would all be just...”

“When your father died,” Tane began, “I became closer to her. She was the only one who could tell me about my own father. I kept hoping that someday she would tell me something else. Something that she had kept secret.”

“Something that would fill the void.” Qenn added, knowing how his brother felt at never seeing his own father. Qenn’s mother had told them both that he had died before Tane was born. Years later, she met an elf and married. A year later, Qenn was conceived. 

“Just...anything else, Qenn.” Tane looked over to his brother. “Don’t take it the wrong way. Your father raised me as his own, and I loved him very much. But a piece of me will always wonder what my blood-father was like.”

Qenn understood. He patted his brother on the shoulder. “I would, too.” They were quiet then for a few minutes, before Tane stood to his feet and scanned the woods around them, towering over his brother, who now was slumped against a tree. After several long minutes, Tane felt normal. 

“Wait here. I’ll get some food. I won’t be far.”

Qenn nodded, far too emotionally drained to speak, and watched dim eyed as his brother walked towards some bushes, then disappeared within them.

Qenn cried instantly. The tears came just as they had all night. The image of his mother’s face wouldn’t leave him. The fact that he had not been there to save her would haunt him forever. His face ached from crying, but he couldn’t stop. He had searched long and hard for reasons but came up empty. And he could feel a piece of him being torn; his heart was breaking in a way he never thought was possible.

Tane stepped through a tangle of brush and saplings, making his way towards a bush that grew red berries, not wandering out of shouting distance from his sibling. As he reached the bush, he picked a handful of berries and tasted them hastily.

Sour!

Instantly he exploded in rage, striking at the bush with his sword. His teeth clenched tight, his dark eyes narrowed, filled with hatred. His skin twisted and contorted as his emotions finally got the best of him and he could no longer keep his pain bottled up. Striking and hacking at the bush, using wide arching swings, slicing through the leafy branches as if they were nothing, Tane escaped within his thoughts, back to the house where he was battling the Takers. For several long minutes he swung his sword, as fast as he could, as hard as he could muster, until his sword was cutting only air. He stopped then, realizing what he had done, and looked at the mulch of a bush before him.

Breathing hard, Tane felt exhausted. He sheathed his weapon once more at his side and wiped the tears he couldn’t hold back. It had been a long time since he had cried. And since then, he had carefully constructed walls so he wouldn’t be hurt again. Until now. 

He closed his eyes briefly and said goodbye to his mother.

After a few moments, he gathered his composure, straightened his broad frame, and began searching for food.

Slumped against a tree, Qenn was falling asleep when a hand firmly grasped his shoulder. His head looked up immediately to see what he thought would be a monster cloaked in black, but it was more a reflection looking back. “I can’t stop thinking that if we never would have left, then none of this would have happened. She would be safe still. She’d be alive.”

With a face nearly as ragged as Qenn’s, Tane looked down and dropped the fruit he carried. “It’s not your fault, brother. Look at me.”

Qenn did as he was asked, his face nothing more than one tear smeared from ear to ear, from forehead to chin. “Tane... I can’t accept it.”

“Listen to me, Qenn. I have no idea what happened, or why they attacked her, but I do know this: it’s not our fault. Don’t do this to yourself, Qenn.” His voice stayed firm, but comforting. He wanted to make sure that his brother knew he would be safe. He hugged Qenn tight again, and this time he felt the other do it back. “Focus on getting to the Krune, then Skadar Port. We might be able to find some answers there, and that’s the best we can hope for now.”

“I know.”

“Someday we’ll go back, and this mess will be forgotten.” Even as Tane said it, he didn’t believe it. None of it would be forgotten. He was merely trying to comfort Qenn. “We should try to rest now, then move again when the sun sets.”

Qenn nodded. “You want to sleep?”

“No. I’ll take first watch. I’ll set some traps around the perimeter, so if anything approaches, we’ll know it before they know we’re here. Get some sleep.”

Tane watched Qenn stretch himself along the base of the tree, using his cloak for a pillow, looking up at him.

“I’m glad you’re with me, Tane.” Seconds later, his eyes shut, and he was asleep.

Tane stared at his brother for a second longer then walked away. So much had happened in so small amount of time, he thought. He realized then that he had a headache and began feeling dizzy. He walked a few paces and settled down against an old tree where he could see anything approaching directly. Anything that would sneak up on him would have to pass through several picker bushes without sound, an unlikely scenario, so he felt comfortable now. 

As he kept his gaze mostly on his sleeping brother, his mind stayed on their situation. Skadar Port was an outlaw’s town, run by thieves and worse, where there was no law, or more perhaps there was no one who cared to abide by it. It was a rough town, and outsiders were seldom left to their business. If they found any help there at all, it would be a miracle.

And help for what? He didn’t even know what kind of help they would look for. Surely, they would attempt to find out why Takers were in Meadow and why they would seek out their mother. But the odds of someone being able to tell them were almost non-existent at best. And someone who did know the answer to that might be a person they would rather not be asking in the first place.

Tane began to eat a few of the tart berries from the bushes next to him, watching his brother roll onto his side. Are they tracking us? Why would they? What if there’s no help in Skadar Port? Where would they go then? He couldn’t continue the thought. He knew already that he did not have the answers.

As he swallowed hard, regretting his decision to eat the sour berries, feeling his stomach churn in unpleasantness, he decided he had better come up with a plan. Soon.

But before he could do anything more, dizziness flooded over him, far too quick for any reaction other than crumbling to his stomach. As his vision spun violently, darkness washed over him.

Qenn was in darkness as well, his dreams growing more unpleasant by the second. He was running through Meadow, lost, trying to find his mother and Tane. All around him he could hear them screaming at him for help, but they were nowhere to be found. And the feel of something evil was reaching out for him at every turn.

He bolted from behind the water mill, running alongside of the adjacent building, staying in the deep shadows. Nightfall enclosed him with an empty sky overhead. Breathing hard, he stopped as he neared the corner, entering the main town street. Carefully, he eased his sweaty face around the wall to see. There she was, in the middle of the street, hands tied, mouth gagged, sitting on her knees. Her head was lowering slowly, as if her strength had expired.

Mother!

As he left his place of concealment, shadows collapsed all around her. A sea of red eyes burned fire, and he was forced to slow; the heat and the brightness were too much for him to bear. All the while his mother screamed for him to save her.

No!

Qenn awoke with a jolt. His body was covered in sweat. The sun had gone down, and the woods were dark. The air about them was cool and filled with
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