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AUTHOR’S NOTE




The Relics of War series is a project that has been on-going for more than twenty years. In its first iteration, The Moon’s Eye and subsequent books were not marketed. They were published only for the enjoyment of a few close friends and family members.

	Fast-forward two decades. I’ve decided the stories are worth sharing with a wider audience. All three books have undergone a complete rewrite, significant editing, and many updates. This is the version of the series that I have always envisioned, and this is the version I am sharing with the world. 

	The Relics of War is meant as a series of novels for adult readers. I want to stress the importance of this statement, as there are passages that depict violence, abuse, and torture within. There is also some language that may be offensive to some. Please be advised that I do not recommend these books for a younger and/or sensitive audience.

	For those who don’t mind reading about some of the uglier facets of humanity, I truly hope you enjoy the series that launched my aspirations to publish. 

	If you are seeking a pronunciation/character guide, it is available on my website: Glossary of Characters.







						Thank you,

						A.J. Calvin
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CHAPTER ONE
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THE FIRE MAIDEN’S DAUGHTER







“Again,” came the command.

	Vardak braced himself, the wooden haft of his battle axe gripped tightly in both hands. Blademon charged toward him, a mace in his right hand, a shield strapped to his left forearm, and intensity in the god’s otherworldly gaze. They’d been running the same scenario for an hour, and he still hadn’t managed to avoid the Immortal’s counterstrike. Blademon was convinced he could easily master the maneuver and would not allow Vardak rest until he did. Vardak wasn’t certain. 

	Vardak swung the axe in a deadly arc, meeting Blademon’s mace in mid-strike. The clash of steel reverberated loudly in the training hall. The sound momentarily deafened Vardak and caused a stir within the ring of spectators that always seemed to appear during his sparring sessions. He’d become something of a celebrity amongst his people after he was chosen as Blademon’s apprentice, an honor given only once in a generation. More people had flocked to the hall than usual today, he noted. It was likely due to Blademon’s announcement after his last session; the Immortal had deemed Vardak worthy of his legacy, though Vardak believed he still had much to learn.

	Blademon brought his shield in for the counter strike Vardak had been attempting to block all afternoon. Frustrated, Vardak twisted the long haft of his axe toward the incoming blow and shoved with every ounce of force he could muster. It wasn’t what Blademon meant for him to do, but it caused the Immortal to stumble backwards. 

	Blademon flashed a feral grin. “That move won’t work well on someone with a lower center of gravity, though it will work well enough amongst your own kind. And me,” he added with a laugh. 

	Blademon was the deity of war, and patron of the Scorpion Men. He had long ago assumed their form, though he towered over his mortal counterparts. They appeared human from the waist up, but below sported the body of the arachnid they were named for. Blademon wore a heavy set of plate armor over his torso and arms; it was black and shone like polished obsidian. Vardak’s armor was boiled leather, light weight and sturdy, yet breathable when he ventured outside into the arid desert heat.

	Though he was quick on his feet, Vardak knew he was at a disadvantage against the humans or the Murkor people when it came to agility. Two legs simply did not become as easily entangled as eight. It was for this reason that Blademon drilled him as he did; if Vardak hoped to live up to his chosen role and become the defender his people sought, his forms must be flawless.

	“Show me again,” Vardak said. He was tired, sore, and wanted nothing more than to be done with his latest session, but felt obligated to continue.

	Blademon shook his head. “You’ve learned much and have grown strong. I have no illusions you’ll figure it out, given time.” 

	Vardak frowned and leaned his axe against the wall. He paused to study the dispersing crowd of spectators and wiped a trickle of sweat from his brow. A large number of young Scorpion Men, not yet of soldiering age, had come to observe, as he’d come to expect. There were clusters of others, too; sentries and scouts, and several dozen craftsmen, likely using the match as an excuse to take a break from their work. He spied his brothers amongst the crowd, but they made no move to leave with the others. 

	Patak was the eldest at twenty-seven, and like Vardak, a trained soldier. He was broad-shouldered and strong, and though the two were often mistaken for one another, Patak was slightly taller. Both had light blond hair and blue eyes, and resembled their father, or so Vardak had been told. Patak nodded once when he noticed Vardak’s eyes upon him, then crossed his arms and turned to speak briefly with Travin.

	Travin was the middle son, a scant year younger than Patak, but he sported the raven-dark hair from their mother’s side. Travin was a head shorter than his brothers, but what he lacked in height, he made up for in muscle. Travin was an armor smith; years spent hammering steel had granted him a strength even Vardak’s training with Blademon could not rival. Travin appeared nonplussed at Patak’s words and quickly turned his attention elsewhere.

	“There is a matter I must attend to,” Blademon said abruptly. “I’ll return when I’m able.” 

	Vardak nodded his understanding. The Immortal was often forced to leave with little warning, though he rarely deigned to tell Vardak his reasons for doing so. Vardak may have been chosen by the war god, but he was not privy to the Immortal’s other obligations. 

	Blademon vanished, and Vardak turned toward his brothers once more. Patak wore a mischievous grin, and Travin appeared exasperated as the pair made their way across the room. He wondered what had brought them to the training hall and what Patak was scheming. Patak liked to believe he could hide his intentions behind a stoic façade, but the truth was he made a poor liar, his emotions plain for all to see. There was no doubt in Vardak’s mind that his eldest brother had some plot afoot.

	“We have a surprise for you, little brother,” Patak said once they were near. 

	Travin shot him an annoyed frown. “No, Vardak, I have a surprise for you. This fool wants to take credit when he’s done naught but get in my way these past two weeks.”

	Vardak eyed the pair with curiosity. Travin scowled at Patak, who maintained his grin, unconcerned. “What is it?”

	“I’d rather show you,” Travin replied, giving a Patak a pointed look. 

	Patak laughed. “I promised I wouldn’t tell him, and I’m a man of my word.” He gestured to the battle axe leaning against the wall. “You may want to bring that along for effect.”

	Travin groaned and rolled his eyes. “Shut your damned mouth, Patak. You’ll ruin the surprise.”

	Vardak nodded and hefted the weapon. Its leather sheath and the broad strap he used to carry the axe across his back was near the hall’s exit, where he’d left it before his scheduled training with Blademon. He paused at the door to stow the weapon while his brothers waited. Travin was patient, but Patak was unable to remain still. His legs ticked upon the hard floor as he moved forward and back, eager for what Travin had in store.

	“Gods, Patak, you’d think the surprise was meant for you,” Travin complained as they began to walk once more. “It’s little wonder the Warleader relegates you to patrol and watch duty. You’ve no patience to act the scout.”

	Patak’s grin faltered briefly, then he shrugged. It was a sore spot with Patak, but he tried his best not to show it. “We only live once, Trav, and I mean to do more than sit about staring at the sand for days on end. I’ll see battle one day, and the Warleader will be just as glad to have my blade as he will Vardak’s.” 

	“And he’ll likely have you stationed in the second or third wave, if it comes to that,” Travin replied dryly. “Unless you learn to rein in your enthusiasm, that is.”

	Vardak listened to his brothers’ banter as he followed them into the broad, circular corridor beyond. Torches lined the walls at intervals, but they were otherwise unadorned. Their people had little use for trinkets and décor; they were a race of warriors and every resource they gathered was put to use in the defense of their home, the Stronghold. The desert surrounding their home was hostile, and it was not far from that of the Murkor. The Murkor were not always the peaceable neighbors they’d been during recent times.

	Travin led the way toward the heart of the Stronghold, and Vardak knew his brother intended to escort him to the forges. The corridor opened into a vast, open space crammed with market stalls. Some of the merchants were Scorpion Men, though others were foreigners who had braved the treacherous journey across the Gray Mountains and through the Wasted Land on the promise of riches to be had as they sold or traded their goods. Most of the foreigners were human, though Vardak spied one hooded Murkor. The Murkor wore the vibrant green robes that marked him as an alchemist. 

	Before they reached the forges, Vardak had puzzled out what the surprise must be. Travin had been working on it for two weeks, he’d said, and combined with Patak’s unconcealed excitement, it pointed to one thing: Travin had crafted something for him. He kept his thoughts to himself as they passed through the remainder of the marketplace and descended a long ramp. 

	The ramp led them into a large ring of smithies, each with their own set of forges. It was nearly evening, Vardak judged, given that most of the forges had fallen silent. A few burly smiths could be seen moving about their workspaces, but even they seemed to be finishing the last of their tasks. 

	Travin glanced over his shoulder at Vardak, the makings of a grin starting to spread across his face. He, too, was excited about the surprise, though he was slower to share his emotions than Patak. 

	Patak did not miss his brother’s reaction. He placed a hand over his heart dramatically. “Gods! My dour brother knows how to smile. My poor heart cannot handle the shock!” He broke into a laugh at Travin’s expense, only to receive a look of mock-annoyance in return. 

	Vardak ignored Patak’s outburst, grateful his eldest brother had chosen this evening to mock Travin rather than he. He loved his brothers, but sometimes Patak took his jibes too far, and Travin tended to be much too serious. He’d learned from a young age that it was often easier to remain silent and observe their interactions without interruption, lest they both turn their attention upon him. 

	Travin led them toward his personal forge. He was quite proud of the space, having only acquired it a few months prior, after years spent honing his skills. Vardak took in the neat rows of tools set upon an anvil, the carefully stacked scraps of iron and steel on the workbench. Each item was precisely placed and ordered; it was Travin’s way. On the far side of the workspace were several armor stands, most empty, though three displayed finely-crafted gear. 

	Travin gestured to the stand on his left. It held a steel breastplate, with pauldrons and matching bracers. He arched a dark eyebrow in Vardak’s direction. “What do you think?”

	Slowly, Vardak moved forward to examine the armor. To his eye, it was sturdy and well-made. He removed one of the gauntlets and was stunned by its light weight. He glanced at Travin briefly before he returned his attention to the gauntlet in his hands. He turned it over, noted the care that had gone into crafting each fitted plate. It was a masterpiece, but the lightness puzzled him.

	“What is this metal?” he asked.

	Travin moved to his side, grinning up at him. “It’s steel, but I’ve found a way to forge it that makes it far stronger. That strength means I require less of it to achieve the same result. The armor may be light, but it is the best you’ll ever have.” 

	Patak skittered to his other side, beaming. “What are you waiting for?” he demanded. “Try it on. I’ve been kept in suspense long enough.”

	Ignoring Patak, Vardak said, “Thank you, Trav, but I don’t understand why—” 

	Patak groaned dramatically. “Blademon announced two weeks ago that he deems you worthy of bearing his legacy, Vardak. Everyone understands what that means. You were his apprentice, but no longer. He comes to spar with you only to keep you in top form. It’s entertainment for him—and for many of our people—but nothing more.”

	“He’s right,” Travin agreed, his tone contemplative. “When the announcement was made, I begged the Smith’s Guild for the opportunity to make your first set of armor. I believe they only granted my request because you’re my brother. By rights, the honor should have gone to Stanric or Velya.” 

	Vardak grinned and wrapped Travin in a fierce embrace. “Thank you,” he said again when they stepped apart. 

	Patak smirked. “I feel left out.” 

	“Then you ought to go visit Shelri. Or was it Caruna this week?” Travin asked with a laugh. 

	“It’s Loria.” Patak’s face flushed. 

	Vardak chuckled and slung the battle axe from his back to set it aside while he donned the new armor. Patak seemed to have a new woman in his life every few weeks. Each relationship was passionate for a short while, then Patak would claim incompatibility. Patak would never admit it, but he simply had not matured enough for most of the women his age, and they refused to tolerate his antics for long.

	Travin crossed his arms and leveled his gaze at Patak. “One day, you’ll need to settle down.”

	Patak snorted. “I’ll settle down when I’m ready. Not everyone can find their way as easily as you, Trav.”

	Vardak focused on removing his leather to don the steel; he’d heard a similar version of the same conversation countless times. Since Travin had married the year before, he’d attempted to convince Patak to decide upon a woman to marry, as well. Patak simply wasn’t ready for a steady relationship, let alone the prospect of a family. 

	The armor seemed as strong as Travin claimed, and it fit him like a second skin. He flexed his fingers in the gauntlets experimentally, pleased with the range of motion the armor afforded his hands. He grinned, pleased with the gift and grateful to Travin for the work he had done. 

	“I think he likes it,” Patak said with a laugh. “Sometimes, I find myself wondering if our little brother knows how to speak.”

	Vardak chuckled. “Why do I need to speak when the pair of you are constantly chattering?”

	Travin moved to stand before him. He inspected his work with a critical eye, a slight frown creasing his features. “It fits you well enough,” he murmured as he adjusted the pauldrons slightly. “I wasn’t certain, given I was using this lout as a guide for size.” He gestured to Patak with a smirk. “How does it feel?”

	“Trav, it’s perfect.” Vardak grinned.

	“Good, I—” 

	Travin stopped abruptly as his gaze caught something behind Vardak. Vardak glanced over his shoulder, pleased once more with the range of motion the armor afforded him, and blinked with surprise. Blademon had returned; he stood with his arms crossed as he silently watched the trio, his expression unreadable.

	Vardak and Travin bowed as the Immortal approached. Patak noted the god’s reappearance more slowly. He, too, managed a frantic bow as he recognized their visitor. Blademon looked down upon them, his eyes fixed upon Vardak.

	“Fine armor,” he said with a nod to Travin. “You have skill.”

	“Thank you, sir,” Travin managed. 

	“It’s fortuitous that you’ve received this gift,” Blademon continued, his strange eyes fixed upon Vardak’s once more. “Your skills are needed, Vardak, and we have little time before the rendezvous.” 

	Vardak frowned. “What do you mean?”

	Blademon ignored his question and turned toward Patak. “Fetch the Warleader and bring him here. If I am to take your brother elsewhere, it is only proper that he is apprised of the situation.”

	Patak nodded eagerly. “Of course.” He quickly skittered away on his errand.

	“Your brother will require provisions,” he informed Travin. “I must speak with him before the Warleader arrives, and I ask you to collect what he may need for a long journey, then return here. Move swiftly. We have little time.”

	Travin bowed again and departed without a word. Vardak met Blademon’s eerie, incandescent gaze as he waited for the god’s next words.

	“Your brother is a skilled smith,” Blademon remarked once they were alone. “Few others could craft such armor, and so quickly as he. It will be a boon to your journey.”

	Vardak frowned, tired of the vague insinuations Blademon had offered him thus far. “What journey?” 

	“My sister has given her daughter a quest,” Blademon replied evenly. “That Flariel had a daughter was news to me, and that she insisted the girl go through with the business of countering the Shalin Stone seems folly. Her daughter was raised in the Shining Tower, but she is no wizard. She has no fighting skills and has seen nothing of the world beyond the gates of Dar Daelad. Flariel insisted I send my latest protégé to aid her.” He frowned and his expression darkened. “I resisted her demands until she reminded me that I owe her a debt. If you help her daughter collect the object she has been tasked to acquire, the debt will be absolved.” 

	“So, I am to act as protector for this girl?” Vardak asked, unhappy with the prospect.

	“In part, yes.” Blademon shook his head in frustration. “I’m afraid there is little I can do to spare you from the tedium, Vardak, but Flariel demands payment. Be wary of her. My sister is volatile like the element she embodies at the best of times.” 

	“And her daughter?”

	“Janna is young. Human. Today marked her twentieth birthday, and as I said, she knows little beyond the happenings in Dar Daelad. If she finds herself in danger, it is unlikely she will manage to defend herself.” Blademon scowled. “Too many humans have grown soft and complacent during their long years of peace. It is fortunate for them your people remain vigilant. Though Flariel would not admit it, I believe Janna’s task will prove dangerous. She would never have demanded your services otherwise.”

	Blademon paused to study him carefully. “There is one more matter to discuss before the others arrive. Your skills have been honed through our past five years of intense training, but there are still areas that you are less proficient in. I’d rather my students learn organically, but our time has come to an end, Vardak. I will grant you the knowledge you require in order to fill in the gaps your training could not.” He placed one hand on either side of Vardak’s skull. “This will not be pleasant for you, Vardak.”

	Vardak’s mind was inundated with images, knowledge of battles from across the vast span of time, and the expertise to effectively use any weapon he found in his hands—not merely that of the battle axe he preferred. The deluge of information was passed to him in a matter of seconds, and the enormity of Blademon’s final lesson left him reeling. 

	He gasped for breath as the Immortal dropped his hands to his sides, and Vardak felt his legs crumple beneath him. A throbbing headache suddenly raged into life behind his temples, and he squeezed his eyes tightly shut as he grappled with what had just occurred. He felt his scorpion’s tail spasm as the venom glands near the sharp stinger began to produce in a biological response to the sudden stress. He wasn’t certain, but he may have blacked out for a time.

	When he became aware of himself once more, Blademon cupped his chin and peered intently into his eyes, as though peering into his very soul. Vardak blinked away the vestiges of the encounter, uncertain what he should feel beyond the remnants of pain.

	“Fucking gods,” he swore, then immediately realized whom he was speaking to. “Shit. I didn’t mean…” 

	To his immense relief, Blademon chuckled and released him. “I’ve heard far worse epithets come from mortals, Vardak. It seems you’ve borne up well enough.”

	Vardak shook his head in disbelief and slowly regained his footing. “Please never do that again.”

	“I can make no promises, Vardak.” 

	It was the response he’d expected. The Immortals rarely deigned to give their word to the lesser beings that inhabited their world, and Blademon was no exception. 

	“Collect your axe,” Blademon instructed. “The others will return any moment.”

	He nodded absently and picked up his weapon from where it lay alongside Travin’s workbench. He drew the strap diagonally across his body and marveled again at how well his new armor allowed movement. During the intense moments of forced learning he endured, he’d forgotten entirely about the others’ imminent return. Slowly, he recalled his previous conversation with Blademon, and with it came a wave of frustration. 

	When he turned to face the Immortal once more, he noted Patak and their people’s Warleader, Sevic, were walking down the ramp. Not far behind them he spied Travin with a satchel thrown over one of his burly shoulders, and alongside him, their mother. Blademon had not instructed Travin to inform her of the goings-on, but given that most of Vardak’s necessities were kept in the family home, it came as no surprise she’d learned of the Immortals’ demand of her youngest son.

	 Blademon drew Sevic aside and spoke to him quietly. It provided Vardak a few precious moments in which to say good-bye to his family. Travin handed him the satchel, and after a cursory examination, Vardak was satisfied. A change of clothes, his whetstone, a razor, dry rations enough to last at least a week, and the scant coin Vardak had managed to collect as payment for his periodic patrol duty. 

	“I suppose it was inevitable,” his mother said after a moment, her lined face stoic. 

	He knew if their parting tore at her heart, she would not show it publicly, but wait until she was alone to shed her grief. It was her way and the way of their people. Zaria was one of the strongest women Vardak knew, and amongst the Scorpion Men, that said much about her character. Women were trained in arms, just as their male counterparts were, and many continued to follow the path of the soldier even after they’d begun families. Zaria had been one such woman until the skirmish that had taken her husband’s life, only weeks before Vardak’s birth twenty-four years past. Upon learning of his death, she laid aside her arms and devoted her life to ensure the well-being of her three sons. 

	She smiled at him, and he noted, not for the first time, the amount of silver that shot through her dark tresses. “No matter what happens, Vardak, know that I am proud of what you’ve accomplished. That holds true for the pair of you, as well,” she added before Patak could put voice to a retort. 

	“We’ll be here when you return,” Travin promised, “and I expect a full report on how your armor holds up.”

	He grinned. “Noted.” 

	When he turned toward Patak, his eldest brother’s eyes shone with emotion. “You’d best come back,” he said gruffly. “That’s an order, little brother.” 

	“I will,” Vardak replied. 

	“There’s a reason our people rarely venture into human lands,” Patak reminded him. “Be safe, Vardak.”

	Vardak turned from them as Blademon’s shadow loomed over him. “It is time.” 




Vardak suddenly found himself within a circular room, much smaller than any he was accustomed to in the Stronghold. Candles lined the walls, though their light paled in comparison to the being who stood only paces away from him. 

	It was a bipedal woman with the strange, incandescent gaze that marked her as one of the Immortals, her body swathed in flame. Her skin was radiant, white-hot like iron superheated in a forge, though beneath the glow and behind the flames, Vardak could make out a few details of her figure. Flames cascaded from her scalp, swirling downward toward her waist in a semblance of hair. 

	He bowed, startled to find himself in the presence of Flariel. 

	She crossed her arms, her expression stern. “It seems you’ve learned some manners, at the very least. I wasn’t certain what to expect from one of Blademon’s lackeys.” She sneered, daring him to speak. He did not.

	After a moment she frowned and turned her attention to the other side of the room. Overwhelmed with her presence, Vardak had failed to notice the young woman who cowered near the wall, tears streaming from her eyes. Her loose red hair was disheveled, and it was clear from her expression that she was distraught. 

	“Blademon has fulfilled his promise to me,” Flariel informed her coldly. “To that end, my work here is finished. You know what you must do. Succeed, and I will cherish you, always. Fail, and you will know nothing of your mother’s love.” 

	Flariel disappeared in a shower of sparks, a dusting of ash left in her wake. The woman across the room sobbed into her hands. Vardak was uncertain of how to react. He had little experience with such blatant displays of emotion, and her distress made him acutely uncomfortable. Should he go to her? Should he remain where he was? He had little experience with humans beyond the handful who ventured to the Stronghold for trade. Blademon’s deluge of information had failed to include the proper etiquette for meeting with people of other races, particularly those in states of distress.

	Finally, she seemed to gather herself and spared him from further uncertainty. She wiped at her eyes and rose to her feet, her green eyes fixed upon him. She attempted to smile, but the expression quickly faltered and she promptly looked away. 

	He decided he must say something to her and settled on giving his name. “I’m Vardak. Blademon told me something of what is expected of me, but I’m afraid he gave me few details. Are you Janna?”

	She nodded forlornly. “Yes. Janna, without a surname, given to the wizards at birth by my mother who thinks I must become an adventurer of sorts to earn her love.” She sniffed. “I’m sorry. Until an hour ago, I knew nothing of my connection to Flariel, nor of her quest. Why she believes I can accomplish this task is beyond my understanding. I’m not a wizard, I’ve never held a weapon in my life, and I haven’t even been outside the walls of this city!” She was on the brink of tears once more.

	Slowly, he edged closer. “This was sprung upon me rather abruptly, as well.” Perhaps if he attempted to sympathize, she would find calm? 

	“And yet, you seem to be handling the situation far better than I.” She closed her eyes as tears traced their way down her cheeks. 

	Vardak was uncertain of how to respond, so he remained silent and kept his distance. He was spared further awkwardness by the arrival of another woman, who strode into the room in a swish of white silk robes. She appeared to be quite old, though Vardak wasn’t certain if humans aged at the same rate as his own people. Her hair was as snowy as her clothing, and her dark face was heavily lined. 

	She looked between the pair for a moment, then made her way to Janna and gathered the tearful young woman into her arms. “Hush, child. It is ever difficult when dealing with the Immortals, even those who claim you are their kin. They do not see the world as we do.” She looked over Janna’s shoulder to Vardak. “Has anyone informed you of your reason for coming here?”

	“I was told only that I am to assist her.” He gestured to Janna. “Blademon mentioned a stone, but I know nothing else.”

	The older woman’s embrace seemed to have soothed Janna, for she grew quiet once more. “Tell him,” she pleaded without looking at Vardak. The other woman nodded and withdrew her embrace. Janna turned toward him but refused to meet his gaze. 

	“Why don’t we go somewhere a bit more comfortable, first?” she asked with a motion that implied they should follow her through the door. “My name is Daryla. I’m afraid we were not properly introduced.”

	“Vardak.”

	She smiled in welcome and led them into a wide corridor lined with smooth columns of alabaster. They came to another room furnished with cushioned chairs, and Daryla gestured they should enter. Janna immediately plopped onto one of the chairs. Vardak waited until Daryla had taken a seat before he folded his legs beneath him and settled onto the floor. 

	“There has been some trouble in the east,” Daryla began. She cast a concerned glance in Janna’s direction. “The Shining Tower has said little of what transpired, but the rumors state a wizard has fallen to madness and is gathering a Murkor army with plans to attack Delucha.”

	Vardak arched an eyebrow. “If the Murkor are gathering in strength, my people would have taken notice of it.” 

	She shrugged. “As I said, it is rumor. The news Flariel brought was far more concerning, however. The wizard has obtained a magical relic, the Shalin Stone, which prevents the Immortals from observing his movements. I do not know for certain, but Flariel insinuated the object has some connection to the Nameless. No matter what its true purpose, the Immortals fear this object and that it lies in the hands of a man driven by insanity.”

	“There is another relic that my mother said can counter the Shalin Stone,” Janna said, her voice listless. “The Moon’s Eye. She has ordered me to find it, but I don’t know where to begin.”

	“I do not know where this relic can be found,” Daryla said slowly, “but I know of someone who likely does.”

	Janna brightened at her words. “Who is it? Where can we find him?”

	Daryla smiled patiently. “She lives deep within Vidune Forest. It has been decades since any of my order have made contact with her, though given her history, I know she still lives. I can provide you with a map for your journey and details of her last known location.”

	Vardak nodded to her. “Thank you. If we are where I believe we are—Dar Daelad—it will take several days to reach the forest, yes?” Blademon’s knowledge was already proving useful. He could easily visualize the path they must follow in order to reach Vidune Forest. Likewise, he understood the landscape, as though he’d undertaken the journey himself countless times. 

	“I would plan on five days, at the least,” Daryla confirmed. “You are in Dar Daelad, Vardak. This is Ukase’s temple, and I am a priestess here.”

	He met her gaze uneasily. “Ukase is involved in this matter, as well?”

	“All of the Immortals have a stake in this, Vardak,” she replied evenly. “The Moon’s Eye must be found, and the wizard I mentioned must be stopped. If what Flariel suggested is true…” She shook her head and trailed off, her face growing ashen in the candlelight.

	“And what was that?” Janna demanded. “Mother didn’t explain herself, and I’m no scholar.”

	Vardak frowned but kept his thoughts to himself. The little he’d learned of Janna caused him to question Flariel’s true motive. Janna possessed no useful skills for survival, and no knowledge of their objective. Did the Fire Maiden wish to see her daughter killed?

	“It is believed the Shalin Stone has some connection to the Nameless,” Daryla repeated. “Flariel indicated the Immortals fear its use, and though I don’t know what that is, I have a suspicion. The Immortals would only fear something with the power to break the Nameless free of his prison.”

	Janna gasped. “No. All twelve of the Immortals caged him for eternity,” she said with emphasis. “The stories all say as much.”

	Daryla shook her head. “Janna, much of the lore my order teaches must be studied with caution. Some of those tales have been rewritten and revised many times. It is unlikely they resemble anything of their original character. The Immortals did indeed cage him, but as with all things of magic, it cannot last indefinitely.”

















CHAPTER TWO
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THE AIRESS’ PRICE







It took them six days to reach Vidune Forest. It was nestled in a broad valley between the rounded hillocks known as the Windy Peaks. Vardak could not refer to them as mountains; he’d traveled far enough across the Wasted Land to view the Gray Mountains from afar, tall craggy peaks that were snow-capped even at the height of summer. By comparison, the Windy Peaks were little more than overgrown hills. 

	They had traveled the Merchant Road from Dar Daelad in Masmoone Kingdom, and across the border into Delucha. Though their journey through Dar Daelad had been brief, Vardak had been relieved to be away from the city. It was filled to bursting with people, most of them human, though he’d spied a handful of scaly Drakkon amongst the crowds. No matter how quickly they moved, Vardak drew stares. The Scorpion Men rarely traveled to the lands west of the Gray Mountains, and it was clear the city folk were surprised by his presence. The attention was unwanted and uncomfortable.

	Once they had departed the city and traveled several miles, there were far fewer people to stand agape at the stranger in their midst. Vardak preferred the open, rolling countryside to the confines of the sprawling city. Miles of farmland stretched before them, finally giving way to grasslands after they crossed the border into Delucha. Smaller cities and towns appeared at intervals along their route, and Janna insisted they stay at local inns when they were able. She preferred the comforts of a bed and a roof overhead to sleeping beneath the stars. He did not complain, though he would have liked to remain at a distance from the multitude of humans. 

	He learned quickly that Janna was prone to chatter, that she would talk endlessly for hours without pause when given the opportunity. He let her speak, often without interruption. He was not a man of many words, and there was much he learned from her, in spite of the seemingly superfluous nature of her conversations. She did not seem to mind his long bouts of silence, so long as he appeared to be listening. 

	It was mid-morning on the sixth day of their journey when Vardak recognized the subtle changes in the landscape that indicated they were nearing the area where they must part ways with the Merchant’s Road. The information he’d gleaned from Blademon had provided him with this insight, and he had not yet felt the need to consult Daryla’s map. As it was, Janna kept the map tucked in one of her pockets, though she rarely consulted it. She seemed content to follow his lead, though she never asked him how he knew the proper route. 

	“We turn here,” he announced as they came upon a faint track that led into the hills to the north. He had been watching carefully for the path; it was almost indistinguishable from the grass, though he imagined it had once been carefully maintained. 

	Janna nodded and followed his direction. “This will lead us to the forest?” she asked. 

	“Yes.”

	“Good. I’m unused to travel. I’ve said as much before, but it’s the truth. What do you suppose the forest is like? I’ve heard tales that people once lived there…”

	She continued to prattle, and he nodded occasionally to indicate he listened. The woman they sought was the last of her kind, or so Daryla had told them. An Airess. Vardak had never heard the term, and Daryla explained that prior to the first Great War, the Airess people had been afflicted with a terrible plague. Only one of their number had survived through the intervention of the gods. That war had taken place nearly a thousand years ago. If anyone living had knowledge of the relic they sought, it would be this Airess. 

	By mid-day, the track had led them several miles into the rounded hills. The day was warm, but the wind that gusted around them held the cold promise of winter in its depths. Vardak frowned at the prospect. The spare shirts he carried in his satchel were light-weight, designed for travel in the desert or through the Wasted Land, where the sun scorched the earth relentlessly year-round. He doubted his armor would provide any lasting warmth. 

	As they crested another hill, a wide valley came into view, sprawling below them. Trees taller than any Vardak had encountered previously towered overhead, their leaves in shades of lustrous green, darkest crimson, and silvery-gray. He could hear birdsong from amongst the canopy, smell the green scent of the forest undergrowth, even from a distance. He gazed, awestruck, as he took in the forest in all its leafy splendor. 

	“You look as though you’ve never seen trees before, Vardak,” Janna teased.

	He forced a grin. “The desert has no trees, and the Wasted Land is nearly as barren. The trees that do manage to survive are twisted, stunted things. This is a gods-damned wonder.”

	“There are no forests beyond the Gray Mountains?” 

	He shook his head. “I’ve never before seen so much…green.”

	By nightfall they were well within the confines of the forest. In spite of his previous wonder, Vardak had begun to think the closeness of the vegetation was oppressive. The tree branches interlaced so thickly overhead he could no longer see the sky, and the track they followed was overgrown with grasses, wildflowers, shrubs, and vines. Strange calls could be heard from within the trees, rustled movement came to them from within the undergrowth, but he rarely saw the source of either sound. Janna was unconcerned, but every strange noise left him on edge. He resisted the urge to unsheathe his axe. 

	They came upon a clearing, and Vardak decided the location was sufficient to make camp. At least he could see a portion of the darkening sky above, a small comfort after the hours spent beneath the thick canopy.

	Vardak anticipated the noise from the surrounding forest would dissipate with the darkness, but he quickly discovered his error. The daylight tones faded away, only to be replaced by a different, more unsettling soundtrack as creatures of the night began to waken. 

	Janna settled into her cloak, prepared to sleep. He was unable to rest, concerned that just beyond the next tree may be a creature prepared to pounce upon them. He paced the perimeter of their tiny camp at intervals, before he settled down for an elusive sleep, his rest broken frequently by new, unusual sounds. He rose to pace again and hoped exhaustion would eventually force him into slumber. Janna, unconcerned with their surroundings, slept soundly.

	The sky was lightening toward dawn when he finally drifted off. When he awakened later, the sun had climbed high enough into the sky he could see it above the treetops at the edge of the clearing. He sighed, disappointed in himself for wasting half their morning.

	Janna giggled as he stood up and stretched. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d sleep the whole day away. It’s no matter. I’ve been looking at the map Daryla gave us, and her instructions for finding the Airess. If we are where I believe, we don’t have much farther to go.” She held the map in her hands and waved it in his direction.

	He made his way toward her and peered down at it. She was right; the clearing was mentioned in Daryla’s notes, and if they continued to follow their current route, it would take little time for them to reach the location marked as “ruins”. Other paths should twine with theirs at that point, and they would need to turn onto the branch leading due east. It would bring them directly to the Airess’ home. As long as she hadn’t relocated, he reminded himself. Daryla had cautioned them that there had been no contact with the Airess in decades, but they must start their search somewhere. Her last known location was as good as any.

	“We traveled further than I realized,” he said with a nod. “It’s difficult to judge distances with so much vegetation about. I don’t like it.”

	Janna laughed. “Oh, Vardak, forests are commonplace on this side of the mountains. You’ll have to grow used to them eventually.”

	He shrugged and turned away to gather his axe and his satchel, and paused to rummage inside for a bit of his dwindling rations. He uncovered a few strips of jerky, shouldered his belongings, and glanced toward Janna. She appeared ready to depart.

	As they exited the clearing and found themselves beneath the interlacing branches once more, the path they’d been following faded and nearly disappeared amongst the undergrowth. Vardak was forced to rely on more of Blademon’s imparted knowledge in order to trace their intended path, and he began to wonder if the Immortal had known some of what lay in store for him. Vardak had always been a passable scout, but the landscape of his homeland was far more accommodating than the overgrown greenery of Vidune Forest. Without Blademon’s final gift, they would have quickly become lost. 

	Silently, he thanked the war-mongering deity while Janna chattered beside him. He paid her little heed and focused on leading them toward their next destination. She explained the apprenticeship process of the Shining Tower and how she once longed to be chosen for it. She had no magical inclination, however, and the wizards had humored her so far as to allow her access to their library. What she knew of magic had come from years spent reading, though she admitted she’d known nothing of the relics they sought prior to Flariel’s unexpected arrival.

	After an hour spent within the dense confines of the forest, they came to another, partial clearing. Vardak surveyed the space carefully. He sensed something was different about this part of the forest, though he was uncertain what had changed. He edged forward slowly, and after a few steps his feet came into contact with a hard surface, in marked contrast to the surrounding loam. He peered down and noted that there were cracked tiles beneath his feet. They were encrusted with centuries of grime, and in some places, completely covered with mud. He followed the tiles with his eyes to a point where they abruptly ended along the remnants of a broken stone wall. 

	Janna had watched him closely, and after a moment she understood what had captured his attention. “The ruins,” she breathed, green eyes alight with excitement.

	He nodded and continued along the path to a point where several others joined it near the center of the space. There were many low ridges of what had once been walls interspersed with more trees and thick undergrowth. Blademon’s knowledge told him a thriving city used to stand in this space millennia ago. 

	“Daryla never mentioned who lived here,” Janna said as she followed him to the nexus. “Do you believe they were human? Or perhaps they were something else? I’ve heard the Drakkon tend to live in seclusion.”

	Vardak had met a few Drakkon merchants during his time and knew they preferred high, open places; cliffs, mountain peaks, plateaus. “This was no Drakkon city.” 

	“I’ve only seen Drakkon from afar,” she replied. “They seem fierce and temperamental…”

	She continued, but he tuned out her words. Her chatter was inconsequential to their purpose, which was to find the Airess said to dwell within the woods. They would find no Drakkon here, no matter how fervently Janna wished to meet one. 

	He focused his attention upon locating the eastward path, and after a few minutes of searching through the undergrowth, he found what he’d been looking for. He motioned for Janna to follow him as he began to trace their new path away from the remnants of the lost city and into the deeper forest beyond. 

	“Do you think she’ll still be here?” Janna asked in a whisper. 

	The deeper forest was hushed compared to the other areas they had traveled through, and the quietude seemed to have left an impression on her. Good, he thought. Perhaps a pause to her incessant chatter would allow him time to think.

	He shrugged in response. “Even if she is not, it’s our only clue.”

	“I hope she’s here,” Janna replied eagerly. “I wonder what an Airess is like? I don’t recall reading anything about them in the library…”

	He sighed quietly, resigned to the fact Janna’s silences were temporary. Her whispered words were far easier to ignore than her speaking tone, he admitted, and wondered once again what he’d managed to become entangled in. The schemes of the Immortals were one matter, but Janna was becoming an irritation in her own right. He hoped if they encountered any true dangers, she’d be wise enough to stop speaking until it had passed. 

	Abruptly, a structure came into view between the trees ahead. It was a small hut, with dried moss atop its roof and ivy crawling up its sides. He could see what appeared to be a garden; neat rows of plants different than those of the surrounding forest protruded from the dark soil. Some bore flowers, others berries, but each was as unfamiliar to him as the next. The hut and its garden were too well-tended to be abandoned, and he was certain that someone must live there. Whether it was the Airess they sought, or someone else, was yet to be seen. He signaled for Janna to be silent and pointed ahead. 

	She blinked, then grinned. “Do you suppose it’s—”

	“Shh,” he hissed. 

	He scowled ahead as she made an apology. Would she never understand that there were times when silence was called for, indeed, when it was necessary? If the hut was not inhabited by the Airess, there was a chance the person within may prove dangerous. It was possible, as well, that the Airess herself might prove hostile. He needed to assess their situation without Janna giving away their location prematurely. 

	They paused behind the next tree, and Vardak peered around its vast trunk. Janna had blessedly fallen silent, and he watched the hut and its surroundings for a time. There was movement within the structure; he could see a shadow beneath the door, as though someone walked inside. 

	He glanced at Janna and said in a low voice, “There is someone here. We will walk to the door, and I will knock. Stay behind me. We do not know if this is the Airess, or someone else who may prove unfriendly. And for gods’ sake, please keep silent.”

	Janna bit her lower lip and nodded, her eyes wide. 

	He motioned that she should follow him, and they began to approach the hut. As they neared, he noted that much of the forest’s undergrowth had been cleared away some distance from the garden. He knew little of plants, only that they were green and some were edible. The array of strange flora within the garden was a mystery to him. He glanced over his shoulder as he neared the door and saw that Janna stood a few steps away, hands clasped before her expectantly. Satisfied, he turned around and rapped swiftly on the door.

	“Just a moment,” a feminine voice called from within, followed by a series of muttered words in a language Vardak did not recognize. The voice was friendly and mildly surprised. 

	“Do you believe it’s her?” Janna whispered. She had moved to stand just behind him.

	He shrugged. They would learn who inhabited the hut in a matter of moments. It was useless to speculate.

	The door swung open to reveal a tall, willowy woman with porcelain skin and ash-blond hair. She wore a stained white apron over her other clothing, which appeared to be sewn of soft leather. What struck Vardak foremost were the pair of pale pink wings that protruded from her back, reminiscent of a butterfly’s in form.

	“You’re the Airess!” Janna blurted, but immediately fell silent at Vardak’s glower.

	To his relief, the woman smiled patiently. “I am, at that, though I have a name. Coreyaless. It is no easy task finding me here, so I must assume you’ve come upon a matter of great importance.” She moved aside. “Please, come in. I will prepare tea, and we shall talk.”




Once introductions had been made, Vardak found himself seated between the two women at a small wooden table, a steaming mug of tea before him. He was unused to heated drinks, and found himself waiting for the liquid to cool before he tasted it. The others sipped at their own mugs in spite of the steam billowing off the surface; he found the practice strange. 

	Across the room he could see another, larger table covered with an array of vials, bunches of dried herbs, jars, a mortar and pestle, and a thick leather-bound tome, which had been left open. Coreyaless had told them as she prepared the tea that she was a healer and apothecary by trade and was at work when they unexpectedly arrived. The garden outside was an extension of her trade, and the plants were herbs, spices, or aromatics used in her various concoctions and antidotes.

	“Why have you come?” Coreyaless asked as she took another sip of tea.

	Vardak glanced at Janna to indicate she ought to answer the question. Her mother had initiated this business, after all. Janna explained their situation in her typical, long-winded fashion, and when she was finished, she looked expectantly at Coreyaless. 

	The Airess stared at the mug between her hands, a deep sadness in her expression. “I know something of the relic you seek,” she said slowly, “but I cannot help you.”

	Janna gaped at her, and anger flashed through her eyes. “Then we’ve come here for nothing?”

	Coreyaless did not look up from her tea. “I will not be used by the Immortals a second time. You are Flariel’s daughter, by your own admission, and you,” she glanced at Vardak, “are Blademon’s chosen. The gods have wronged me, have caused me centuries of suffering, simply to further their own schemes. I will not be ensnared by them again.”

	Janna crossed her arms, frustrated and unwilling to let the matter lie. “We didn’t seek you out because they asked it of us. We came because the priestess of Ukase’s temple said you may be of some help. Clearly, she was wrong, but that’s a matter for later. What have the Immortals done that causes you to hate them so?”

	Coreyaless’ expression became pained. “What do you know of the time before the first Great War, Janna? Do the humans still deign to teach their youngsters proper history?”

	“The first Great War was initiated by the Nameless One’s minion, the first of the Soulless,” Janna recited. 

	“Yes, and of the time before that war began?” Coreyaless pressed. 

	Janna shrugged. “What of it? I was taught the basics of the wars, not the events that came earlier.”

	Coreyaless sighed and turned her attention upon Vardak. “Surely your people teach proper history, particularly when it comes to that era.”

	Vardak nodded uneasily. It was a subject they learned from a young age, meant to instill proper fear and hatred for those who resided within the black tower in the northern reaches of the Wasted Land. 

	“There was a plague,” he said.

	“Yes. The Nameless created the plague to destroy my people and those who allied with us—the Felenes. No doubt you saw the ruins on your journey here.” 

	Vardak nodded. “It looked as though it was once a great city.”

	“If this plague were so terrible, why is it that you’ve survived?” Janna asked with a frown. 

	Coreyaless sipped her tea and took a moment to gather her thoughts. “I, and one other, did not succumb. We were promised to one another, he and I, but I have not laid eyes upon him in these many years. Karmada learned of our plight, but as is her way, she intervened without considering how it might affect those involved. She exacted a steep price from us in return for her ‘favor’. She spared Danness and I, but condemned us to eternal separation. We are the last of the Airess people, but she took him to the lands beyond the southern sea. By the time I learned of her involvement, he was already gone.”

	“We will help you find him,” Janna replied without hesitation, and Vardak stared at her, stunned. 

	“You are not the first to make such a promise, Janna.” Coreyaless shook her head, bemused. “There is but one way I know of to reach the lands where Danness now resides, and it is not by ship. Believe me—I have tried that method numerous times, and it has always ended in failure. Maelstrom and Hydralene make certain no ship can cross the ocean safely.” 

	Janna shrugged. “How do we reach the southern lands, then? You said there was a way.”

	Coreyaless fixed her with a pointed gaze. “That way is dangerous, and I suspect you are not equipped for such a journey.” She turned to Vardak while Janna gaped in outrage. “Given your training, you might be the only person alive who could lead me through the paths I must trod, if you mean to uphold your friend’s promise to me.” 

	Vardak sensed he was being manipulated, and he scowled at Janna for her hasty words. “Tell me, and I will consider it.”

	“Very well. I will help you in finding this relic you seek, if you help me locate Danness. I will understand if you decline, for the only means of reaching the southern continent lies deep within Stonewall Hall.” 

	Vardak groaned internally and he looked down at the untouched cup before him, now cooled enough that it no longer steamed. Stonewall Hall was not merely dangerous, it was almost certain death for anyone foolhardy enough to venture inside. 

	“We can’t travel there!” Janna exclaimed, horrified. “Even the wizards fear to enter that place. The Undead, and those giant flying insects, and ghosts, and—” 

	“There are no ghosts,” Vardak replied, cutting her off, “but the insects and the Undead are a real threat. The latter, in particular.”

	Janna sighed heavily and crossed her arms. “We have to find The Moon’s Eye if we are to stop the threat in the east. You know something of its whereabouts,” she said heatedly to Coreyaless, “yet you won’t help us with this matter, unless we help you find Danness.”

	“Those are my terms,” the Airess replied evenly. 

	Janna shook her head in frustration. “What would my mother think of this? Surely, Stonewall Hall was never in her plans for me. Vardak, what are we going to do?”

	“I need time to think,” he replied. “I don’t like this gods-forsaken business with Stonewall Hall.”

	Janna released an aggravated groan. “I’ve already promised her, Vardak. What more is there to consider?”

	He glowered at her. “You spoke when you should have remained silent. You do not understand what you demand of me.”

	“Vardak is right to ask for time, Janna. You may stay here tonight,” Coreyaless said, “but I will require an answer on the morrow. I have waited too long for this opportunity, and the centuries have ground my patience to dust.”









CHAPTER THREE
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THE SOULLESS



Aran’daj crossed his arms and frowned beneath his hood as he surveyed the soldiers sparring before him. Raj’im could scarcely hold his ground against the physically smaller Tarj’ah. Aran’daj pushed his anxiety aside; the wizard was present to observe. Their match was meant to impress the wizard, not call the Murkors’ competence into question.

	The last pair with the misfortune of displeasing the man who now called himself Shan’tar—dreadful, in the Murkor tongue—now lay broken at the bottom of Blackstone Chasm. Shan’tar, living up to his name, had thrown the pair over the precipice in a violent display of magical dominance. Aran’daj could still hear the echo of their terrified screams as they plummeted toward the chasm’s depths. 

	Beside him, Shan’tar growled and muttered angrily, a dangerous light in his dark eyes. If the soldiers continued to falter in the presence of the Murkor’s new benefactor, Aran’daj was certain he would quickly run out of trained warriors, casualties of the wizard’s wrath. 

	He returned his attention to the sparring pair and called a halt to their activities. He rounded on the rows of black-clad soldiers, hoods drawn up to shield their sensitive eyes from the sun’s infernal glare. “Is this the best our people can muster?” he demanded angrily in their tongue. “You disgrace your people. You disgrace your commander. You disgrace the mighty Shan’tar!”

	“Peace, Commander,” the wizard’s low baritone ordered. He spoke the common tongue, though it quickly became clear he understood the Murkor language well enough. “They fear me, as they should. Fear breeds anxiety, which in turn manifests in mistakes.” 

	Aran’daj met Shan’tar’s gaze warily. Leniency was not something he’d come to expect from the wizard, nor was this moment of strange lucidity. 

	“Continue with the drills, Commander. Speak with me again at nightfall, and we will discuss the next phase of my plan.” Shan’tar turned on his heel and strode away toward the tents a half-mile away. 

	Aran’daj glared at his retreating form. The Murkor people dwelt underground for good reason; the Wasted Land provided little shelter from the relentless burning of the sun. The hoods they wore served the dual purpose of providing them with cover and concealing their identities. Their pale, sensitive eyes were protected from the glare, but their garb did nothing to alleviate the heat radiating from the barren sky or reflecting from the hard-baked ground. The soldiers were miserable, Aran’daj was miserable, and the madman they followed could not be reasoned with. 

	Reluctantly, he turned to face the unit whose unfortunate luck had placed them in Shan’tar’s crosshairs that day. “The wizard has ordered further drills,” he barked at the gathered Murkor in their own tongue once more. Aran’daj did not agree with the demand, but he was no fool; he would not directly disobey the wizard. His predecessor had disappeared for a lesser offense.

	The Murkor soldiers did not argue as they began to carry out the order. Aran’daj observed them, taking time to stride through the ranks and inspect as many of them as he was able. He would forge them into a proper army, or perish in the attempt, but the soldiers would be better for it no matter the outcome. 

	Hours later, as the sun began to sink below the Gray Mountains in the west, Aran’daj dismissed the unit. Conversation sprang up amongst the soldiers as they trudged toward the camp, and he heard many grumble about the heat, the light, and above all, the wizard. The Murkor could tolerate the sun, but the day-long drills were beginning to take their toll. Aran’daj knew he must do something to alleviate the soldiers’ discomfort, but the prospect of posing the idea to Shan’tar left him cold with dread. 

	He pondered his options as he strode toward the camp in the wake of the others. He recalled Shan’tar had ordered him to meet with him at nightfall and knew the wizard would likely be within his tent at the center of the camp. It puzzled Aran’daj that the wizard continued to refer to himself as such; by his own admission he’d cut his ties with the Shining Tower the moment he acquired the strange relic he kept on his person. Shan’tar seemed content to follow his own path, his actions fueled more often by the madness that slowly consumed his mind than by rational thought.

	Aran’daj arrived at the wizard’s tent more quickly than he’d intended and paused for a moment to brace himself for what might ensue. The encounter could range anywhere from brief conversation, to threats, to Shan’tar wielding his magic and smiting Aran’daj where he stood. It was dependent upon Shan’tar’s temperament in that moment, what else may have transpired during the course of the day, and how much control the wizard currently maintained over his ravaged psyche. He drew a breath, squared his shoulders, and entered the tent.

	Shan’tar stood hunched over a table littered with maps, scrolls, and books, his back to the entrance. In the center was a lacquered box with ornate carvings swirling across its surface; it was this object that captured Shan’tar’s attention. Aran’daj paused for a moment, uncertain if the wizard had heard him enter. When Shan’tar failed to acknowledge him, Aran’daj knew he must initiate the conversation.

	“You wished to see me, sir?” 

	Shan’tar straightened slowly and turned. “Yes. Come here, Commander.” 

	Aran’daj swallowed his fear and stepped forward. With a swift movement, Shan’tar grasped the black hood that covered his commander’s face and jerked it back to expose the Murkor beneath. Aran’daj stiffened with unspoken outrage, but feared to voice his complaint lest Shan’tar kill him for insubordination. The Murkor did not show their faces to anyone unless they were with immediate family or intimate partners. Shan’tar’s act was a violation.

	Aran’daj fixed his pale blue eyes on the wizard’s dark ones and clenched his fists furiously. Every fiber of his being screamed for retaliation, to strike at Shan’tar for exposing what was to Aran’daj one of his most closely guarded secrets. Shan’tar’s hand touched the side of his commander’s midnight-blue face, tracing the contours of his jaw, then the patterns of the silvery tattoos that marked nearly every inch of his exposed skin. Some of the markings were familial, while others indicated his profession, his position and rank, his life’s achievements. 

	“The Murkor are stunning,” Shan’tar whispered. His face drew near, and Aran’daj could smell the stale odor of the wizard’s breath as the examination continued. “These markings you bear,” he said, tracing a pattern along the side of Aran’daj’s neck, “do you bear them everywhere?”

	“Yes,” Aran’daj growled through clenched teeth. He silently prayed to any god that was willing to listen that they prevent Shan’tar from demanding he disrobe. It was a line he would not cross, even if it meant his life was forfeit. The wizard had caused him enough humiliation as it was.

	To his relief, Shan’tar dropped his hand and stepped back. “Truly stunning,” he said to himself before he abruptly turned toward the table once more. “Allow me to show you something, Commander.”

	Aran’daj replaced his hood and glowered at the wizard’s back as he made his way to the table. Shan’tar drew the lacquered box toward him and flipped the ornate latch open with his thumb. The lid sprang open to reveal a pale, green-white stone, glowing softly within. 

	“This relic is the Shalin Stone,” Shan’tar informed him. “I found it within Stonewall Hall, where it lay for centuries. Millennia, perhaps. It called to me then, and I desired it. It speaks to me, even now.”

	Aran’daj had been briefed on the relic before departing from the Underground Caverns he called home. Kal Aran’jandah, the spiritual leader of the Murkor and the commander’s grandfather, had drawn him aside to inform him of his new role as commander of the armies, of the terms the Murkor had agreed to with the purpose of furthering themselves—as well as Shan’tar’s goals—and of the relic the wizard possessed. The Shalin Stone had once belonged to the Council of Enlightened before it was stolen during the first Great War. Nearly a thousand years had passed before Shan’tar rediscovered it. 

	Its purpose was twofold, the Kal had told him. It created a vast aura around its location that prevented the Immortals from appearing within its radius, which Shan’tar was fond of reminding them. Without their interference, Shan’tar believed he could achieve anything, and his goals were lofty. The stone’s other use was far darker, and the very thought of it being used for such a purpose struck fear into Aran’daj’s heart. The Shalin Stone was tied to the Soulless, and the Kal believed if used properly, it would resurrect all of the fallen leaders of the Enlightened. 

	The Soulless were creatures of legend, magic wielders of the utmost power, ruthless, savage, their purpose to free the Nameless god of death from his prison. As each Soulless had come into power, war had broken out across the land, spilling across the Gray Mountains and into the Five Kingdoms. Death followed in the Soulless’ wake, and the Murkor had always been terrorized into submission, or slaughtered by the thousands as the Soulless sought to further their single-minded goals. If the Kal was correct, and the stone was capable of summoning all five Soulless, it could bring devastation of an unimaginable scale. 

	The Shalin Stone was currently in the possession of a madman. 

	Aran’daj found his voice after a moment. “The stone speaks to you, sir?”

	“Oh, yes. I can hear them inside. They long to be freed.” He grimaced. “I can do it if I wish. And perhaps I do wish it. Perhaps, I do.” A wild light shone in his dark eyes as he gazed upon the stone, and Aran’daj feared he would use the stone then and there, effectively condemning the world to another age of chaos and death. 

	Reluctantly
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