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  What was lost,
When Afniir fled,
Leaving behind those hateful spires,
The honor imposed,
The mantles gifted,
Within that clutch of inglorious liars,
Though Beliag fell,
Alar still stood,
While the world was cast in fire,
She sought the north,
Land of woods,
Peace away from greedy desires,

The Flight of Afniir
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  Prologue
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The Hope of the Mountain


Elindun

Bodies pressed in. The field of Torglen was torn asunder beneath the boots of fighting folk. The armies tore ruts through grass and mud like blades through flesh. Blood soaked the soil as corpses littered the lands. Havoc. Mayhem. Butchery. It was a slaughter. Sitting high upon their hills, the armies of Eastwatch and Volgsland flanked the valley, waiting as the other kingdoms decimated one another.
Elindun could barely move, finding herself lost in a sea of bodies. She had given her orders. She had sent her people to die. And for what? There was no hope, not for victory, not even for survival. She brought down her broadsword, splaying the skull of a Beltgardian that had been unfortunate enough to lose their helm. Blood spattered Elindun’s face. She spit and coughed, her throat lacerated from shouting commands above the din of battle.
It lay heavy upon her shoulders, those lives lost to the melee. She had given the orders. She had marched her forces to war. But what choice did she have? The council agreed that Falberg must enter the fray. Volgsland could not be allowed victory, or all the Fractured Kingdoms would fall beneath Ivar’s iron fist. Yet there they sat, watching and waiting upon their hill, ready to pick off the dregs that managed to survive. When all hope was lost, they would swoop in and wreak havoc upon what miniscule forces remained.
They had failed. Elindun had failed. And those people she had marched to war died in droves around her.
Many had once called her the Hope of the Mountain. The general that would lead Falberg to glory. But what glory was slaughter in a foreign land? Corpses left to rot in the mud. Forgotten.
The archers had long since ceased their volleys, unwilling to risk the murder of their own. Bodies swarmed through the filth, hacking and dying. Boots stepped over corpses, trampling fallen comrade and foe alike, pushing forward, ever forward to the next kill.
Pain shook Elindun, burning in her shoulder and radiating through her arm and spine. She gritted her teeth, thrusting her sword through the eye slit of her attacker’s helm. Her arm weakened. It was already too late. The axe bit deep, finding gaps in battered armor. Elindun’s arm trembled.
A glance up to the hill known as Tor’s Rise, Elindun no longer saw sign of the Eastwatch army and their Galland mercenaries. Opposite the valley, the wretched Prince Ivar and his Volgslanders still held their hill with Volgslanders, towering above the battle, basking in their deaths. Awaiting his cowardly glory.
It is time.
Blood seeped down Elindun’s arm. Exhaustion weighed down upon her. The clash of weapons and the screams of dying soldiers grew quieter, muffled as the world slowed and faded around her. In her mind she prayed to Afniir. Though our forces shall inevitably fall this day, watch over Falberg. Protect my home and my people from the carnage to come when the Fractured Kingdoms fall. She had failed.
Tears streaked her face. Blood streaked her arm. The myriad figures before her blended, their armor and tabards so caked in mud and gore she could no longer make out their origins. They were naught but the writhing masses of death itself. A convergence of rot.
Beady eyes glared from the shadows of a dented helm, boring into Elindun’s soul and finding her wanting. A sword rose to the sky, its threat looming over Elindun, taunting her with coming doom. The strength had fled her. She tried to raise her broadsword, but her limbs would no longer cooperate.
The blade came down.
Elindun dropped to her knees, splattering the mud beneath her. But release never came. Hope had died, but Elindun still lingered on. The gods had forsaken her.
Metal smashed down onto wood, the heavy thud reverberating through Elindun’s mind.
“Hope!” A man stood over her, his teeth gritted, his shield held tight casting its shadow over Elindun. He looked at her, his dark eyes sunken and lined with exhaustion. It wasn’t just the exhaustion of hard battle, though there was no mistaking the bloody taint upon him. It was the exhaustion of a life of labor. A life of struggle. There was a sadness in those eyes. He panted, his chest heaving as he struggled to catch his breath. “Run.” He thrust his spear over his shield and Elindun’s attacker died where they stood.
Upon the man’s forearm, Elindun saw the faded tattoo of Falberg’s Second Militia. She recognized his face, though his name eluded her. There were so many names, after all, each and every soldier beneath her command, whether they seasoned veteran or recent conscript. She could not remember each name, but she tried to remember each face. At his hip was strapped a heavy cleaver “Butcher?” She knew nothing of the man, only the passing words around the fires of camp on their long journey to battle. The Second Militia. They brought with them the tools of their trades. Anything to do their part. It was all they had.
The man was a butcher, not a soldier. One of the many such tradesfolk and laborers called upon to fight for their great nation. The common folk. His gaze fell upon Elindun. Those tired eyes, strained and bloodshot. “Run, so that Hope may live!” he shouted through gritted teeth. Grunting, he shoved the deadweight of the press from his shield, lunging and thrusting with his spear over and over. Untiring yet exhausted. That strange state of straddling the thresholds of the most extreme fatigue, yet too stubborn and willful to fall victim to its grasp.
Falberg’s Second. The common folk called to arms. Elindun looked upon the Butcher with pride and sorrow.
Elindun pushed herself to her feet, summoning the last vestiges of her strength.
She saw the blow. Time slowed. The wind was knocked from the Butcher’s lungs. His eyes widened in surprise as the mace came down on his back. His shield arm dipped, lowering his defenses just enough. Just those few inches. Those few disastrous inches. Elindun could not see beyond. She saw not who landed the blow. Only the blade.
The Butcher stumbled back, his spear slipping from his grasp, dropping to the mud and the blood of the tainted valley.
And Elindun allowed herself to succumb to the rage. A fury built up within her, unable to be contained any longer. She knew not from where the sudden surge of energy came. Charging forward, she raised her broadsword, clambering into the fray.
Elindun screamed, the metallic taste of blood in her mouth. She spoke no words, only the primal bellow of agony. She brought down her sword on any that stood before her.
She ignored them. The blades. The pain. She ignored it all. And as she was cut down, she glanced to that wretched hill. To those monsters of Volgsland. And as the Volgish army was surrounded by the Eastwatchers, Elindun, the Hope of the Mountain, was cut down.
And she died with hope in her mind.
Only a sliver, the faintest echo.
But hope, nonetheless.






  
  Empire grew,
Built by hands in chain,
Tyrants new,
Upon the ashes of the slain,
Scattered few,
In the north sought change,
Traitors slew,
A lone hero took the blame,

In dense wood they fled,
A new life sought,
For survival they bled,
The world for which they fought,

Evil fell,
Their minions still wander free,
Fate beheld,
By new tyrants three,
Sacred well,
Found hidden among the trees,
Survivors dwell,
Shirking vile decree,

But what was found,
Misunderstood,
Powers none foresaw,
Beliag’s touch,
Scarred the land,
And would forever more,

The Northern Mystery
The Northern Kingdoms of Wood
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The Butcher


Willuck

It was strange. First the searing pain and exhaustion, then the darkness and the numbness. The shockingly cold numbness. He felt like he was floating for a time. A man adrift in the void, fallen into the very Abyss itself. For certainly, death had come for him. Had it not? 
Then it began to return. Slowly. A pinprick of light floating distant in the darkness. Growing. Bringing with it a warmth, and with that warmth, the pain. His mind reeled, praying for a return to that blessed numbness despite his fear of being lost to the nothingness that had accompanied it. The pain burned deep in what he believed to be his guts, though the concept of his physical form had become a muddled and confused thing much as life itself.
But it was all coming back. Faster and faster his consciousness rekindled. Memories and senses. Willuck still lived, though he could not fathom how. A blow to the head, a blade to the ribs. I fell. The Hope! She had been there, fighting to the bitter end.
He forced his eyes open, eyelashes crusted with mud and dried blood. He spit dirt from his mouth, gagging and gasping for air. An eerie calmness had fallen over the valley while Willuck lay unconscious. The flapping of tattered banners in the breeze and the crackling of flames surrounded him. Muffled voices. Faint whispers. The fear bristled the back of Willuck’s neck, his heart rate rising. He cupped the wound in his side from where the pain radiated. He could not guess how long he had been out. Too long. He had been at the center of the melee, yet it seemed to have moved on.
Movement came with great difficulty, his body fighting against his will the whole way. Willuck rolled over in the mud and stared at the overcast sky. He struggled to find himself, his thoughts constantly drifting in and out. The pain brought him back. The pain, at least, was reliable like that. He tugged the dented helm from his head.
“No.” Willuck’s throat was dry, but neither the rasp of his voice nor the pain of his wounds meant anything compared to the rending he felt within his very heart. She lay there, her armor tarnished and battered, stained with her own blood. The Hope of the Mountain. The Pride of Falberg. Tears rolled down Willuck’s cheeks.
His spear lay trampled into the filth beside him. He wrapped bent and broken fingers about it, pulling it close, and scanned the scarred field around him. The fighting had ended. He saw soldiers, but none lifted arms to one another. Smoke curled up to the sky. Willuck crawled through the mud, one hand dragging his spear alongside him, the other desperately staunching the flow of blood seeping from his chest.
“I have failed you.” The tears continued to roll down Willuck’s face. They had followed Elindun to this hell. They would have followed her to the ends of the world had she asked. When Falberg’s Council announced the nation would be marching to war, the militias were hesitant. When Elindun was elected to lead them, the Second assembled. The folk of the northern mountains laid down their tools of trade, their plows and sickles, their saws and axes, and in Willuck’s case his knives. Falberg’s Second Militia traded in those tools for tools of war and fell into step, marching halfway across the Old Empire. Marching for the Hope of the Mountain.
They would follow her to fight the might of the Volgish warmachine. Then they could return to the peace of their forests. The wars of so-called reunification mattered not to the simple folk of Falberg. They were content to leave the Old Empire behind. They were content to maintain a distance from the other Fractured Kingdoms. It had long been their way. But the threats Prince Ivar posed hung over the neck of all the Kingdoms.
Boots squelched in the mud of the torn field. Two women approached, their tattered uniforms stained and barely recognizable. Willuck squinted, pushing himself to his feet, grimacing from the pain. Grime was smeared across the face of the thin woman. Her hair, the color of rust, clung to her forehead, drenched in sweat. Bailta had been of the Second. Willuck had spent several evenings around the same cookfire as her during their lengthy march south. Yet the woman at her side bore the red of Volgsland, the White Tower of Aldar peering through the dirt that caked her uniform.
He watched them, confused. He had missed much. The motley assortment of survivors all seemed to blend together. A haze cast over them, diluting and diffusing their prior identities. A mass of the lost, cast into an obscurity of sorts.
An older soldier dragged a body by its foot. Blood seeped from the man’s side, yet he pushed on, tossing the corpse he bore before the flames of a heaping pyre. He paused to spit on the corpse before leaving it to two soldiers hoisting the bodies to the flames.
Bailta and the Volgslander reached for Elindun’s body.
“No!” Willuck lunged, staggering, slamming the butt of his spear into the mud to catch his balance.
The two women looked at him. Mild irritation. Mild amusement. Watch the foolish butcher, dying on his feet while defending the dead.
Bailta frowned. “Butcher? Willuck?”
Willuck stood between them and Elindun. He nodded.
“By Afniir’s broken bow. Butcher!” A smile split Bailta’s cracked lips. “It is good to see a friendly face. Oh.” Her smile vanished, her gaze drifting over Willuck’s beaten form. She pointed. “You ought get that seen to.”
Willuck nodded. He knew. He also knew it would likely do him little good. The pain seeped through his torso. “Are there any heal—” It was the most he had said, the most he had tried to say since awaking in the mud. The air drifted from his lungs, his words slipped into a wheeze, and he fell into a fit of coughing. Gasping and choking, pressure built in Willuck’s face. Blood filled his skull ready to burst. Another cough and a gob of bloody phlegm flung from his throat, spattering the back of his hand. “Healers?” he finished at last, panting for breath.
Where previously Bailta’s smile had vanished, now her brow furrowed in a frown. Her eyes cast downward in pity. “Field medics. A handful survived. No healers…” She looked around. “No sorcerers at all for that matter. Strange that.”
“Aye,” her comrade added.
“Strange just noticing,” said Willuck.
“Aye,” Bailta agreed. “It is. Anyway, give us a hand moving that.” She pointed behind Willuck to the Fallen Hope.
“No.”
“Willuck, look around you. The lords have fallen.” She cast her hand wide. A grin began to reform upon her face, though Willuck could see no heart within it. “Now we give their remains to the flames and be done with them once and for all. The tyrants are slain and with them their generals, and we are free. No more shall we die for their bidding.”
“Not her.” Willuck leaned on his spear, glancing back to Elindun. “She was different. The Hope did not lead us here to die for conquest. Nor for glory or riches.” He watched Bailta’s face. He said the words slow and steady yet firm, forcing them beyond the pain. Spitting them out despite the struggle for the air to speak them. “She led us here with hope.”
“I know, my friend.” Bailta took a step forward, resting a hand on Willuck’s shoulder. “But we can’t just leave ‘em to rot.”
“We can bury her. Proper.”
Bailta stepped back, shaking her head. “Fine, Willuck. You can bury her.”
“Thank you.”
Bailta shrugged and turned her back on Willuck, her Volgish companion following her lead.
“Will you not be joining me?”
“No, Butcher,” Bailta muttered over a shoulder. “My time of dirtying my hands for a nation that doesn’t care are over. You can bury her. But I’ll not be aiding you.”







  
  What wicked powers taint the land?
What evil wrought by Beliag’s hand?
Lingering shadows,
Twisted remnant,
All but pawns beneath such command,

None did know, within soil or air,
Creeping tendrils, begat despair,
The very essence,
Crawling free,
Spoiling the length of Empire fair,

What power?
What taint?
What might?
Wretches of corruption,
A blight seeping across the nations,
Sorcery I name thee,

Echo of Power
The Northern Kingdoms of Wood
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A Few Sorcerers


Raspart

The white tower loomed in the distance, a stark contrast to the dark clouds that filled the grey sky. Rolling green hills stretched eastward, disappearing into the horizon. Raspart gazed down the Emperor’s Highway. Some royal ass had given the road its name, long before Rasp’s time. Some Volgish king or queen, one of Prince Ivar’s ancestors, drawing connections to the Old Empire. Really, the Emperor’s Highway was just a particularly long stretch of dirt that happened to lead to Aldar. 
It also happened to run directly through the small village in which Raspart had lived all of his twenty some odd years. But not one more. The time had come for bigger things.
To the south towards Torglen, smoke drifted to the sky. Rumor of battle was in the air. A meeting of all the major claimants to the throne of the Old Empire, and some rather minor ones as well, so said the tales in the tavern.
But it would be devastation for them all.
The gaunt visages peered through the foggy horizon, searching for their hosts. An icy grip rattled Rasp’s guts.
“Damn.” Sweat prickled Rasp’s forehead despite the chill that ran through his bones. The specters howled in his mind. A tingling sensation danced along the tips of his fingers. The Power still made little sense to him. The Power, he didn’t even know what else to call it.
“Rasp, I think they’re here.” His mother’s gentle grip clasped his shoulder. He turned to her to see the sheathed sword in her hand. Beside her stood Rasp’s father, a proud smile across his face.
A covered wagon clattered down the road from the north, rickety wheels creaking and clacking over the uneven trail.
“I want you to have this.” His mother held out the sword. Its sheath was made of well-oiled leather, stained a deep red. “It served me well, when I served Volgsland. And my father before me.” The flourishing curved crossguard shone.
Rasp looked into his mother’s eyes as he took the polished bone handle of the sword, feeling its weight. The wagon rolled to a stop, the red flag of Volgsland fluttering in the faint breeze. His father stepped in, wrapping him in a tight embrace. “It’s likely you’ll never need it, lad. Not with what you know.” His father released his grip and waggled his fingers in the way one mocked the spellcasters.
Rasp knew little of the powers he possessed, but those unable to manipulate the arcane powers knew far less. Rasp smiled anyway. Seeing his burly father, a man that had worked the fields since childhood wiggling his fingers like a fool had that effect.
“But,” his mother cut in. “Well, just in case.” Her face contorted apologetically. “You know, until you… figure things out.”
“I know, I know. Thank you.” Rasp hugged his parents once more.
“Hurry it along, lad,” a man seated on the wagon
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