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Preface: Synopsis of Awakened Runes, Book 1 of the Rune Fire Cycle.
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In Awakened Runes, Kaellor and his nephews, Bryndor and Lluthean Scrivson, had lived in exile in the Southlands with their ability to channel zenith restricted. The deceased king and queen of Aarindorn (parents to the brothers) long ago sensed that despite the banishment of the Usurper, Tarkannen, his abrogator minions would be able to track Kaellor and the boys if they employed their gifts.

Life in the Southlands was just starting to look up. After twelve years of struggle plying their trade in cartography, the three are richly rewarded for defending the niece of a Southland king. They return home to Journey’s Bend and discover that the strength of the boys’ mantle is fraying. The construct, created by their parents, is supposed to shield them from channeling zenith and mask their identities.

The brothers encounter some danger and drama at home with two main outcomes: first, the brothers dispatch a feral wolvryn. By default, they inherit two wolvryn pups, Neska and Boru. Second, as their gift leaches out, Therek Lefledge, the regent of Aarindorn, suffers a vision regarding the whereabouts of the lost royal family. The regent dispatches Warden Reddevek the Outrider to find them.

Reddevek journeys to the Southlands to find the Scrivson home, but an assassin follows him. The killer, a zeniphile named Vardell, botches an interrogation of Aunt Rona, accidentally killing her. Vardell and Reddevek skirmish, and the assassin, a guster, gets the upper hand.

Kaellor arrives to find Rona dead and also nearly falls to Vardell’s skill, but a young girl named Ranika saves them all. She is a street urchin from Callish and followed Reddevek. Kaellor ends Vardell after learning of the assassin’s employer, the Lacuna.

Rona is buried, and the Baellentrells (Kaellor and the nephews’ actual surname) struggle to live without her. They decide to return to Aarindorn, seeking answers and with revenge on their minds. On the way, they are tracked by Volencia and Mallic, two faithful abrogators who have released hounds from the Drift that pursue the Baellentrells. During a skirmish with the shadow chaser hounds, Lluthean is bitten and struck with a necrotic wound that threatens to take his life.

Laryn Lellendule is a woman on a mission to find her destiny. She lives among the Cloud Walkers, and after her heroic journey into the high places of the Korjinth Mountains, she is able to participate in a ritual that transports her outside the mountain region. She arrives just in time to incapacitate Volencia as she and Mallic prepare to kill Kaellor and the boys.

Released from Volencia’s power, Kaellor wields his sword and kills Mallic. After a brief reunion with his long-lost wife, Laryn, Kaellor’s ability to channel zenith unlocks, and his runes are awakened. He fends off abrogator attacks until the Cloud Walkers’ ancestral spirit transports them to the safety of the Valley of the Cloud Walkers. However, they arrive without Lluthean, who was unconscious and suffering the ravages of the deadly wound.

In Aarindorn, the kingdom of origin for the Baellentrells in the Northlands, Karragin Lefledge and her brother Nolan are Outriders. She is promoted as prime in her quad. They survive an assassination attempt and discover the presence of grondle in the Borderlands and a horde of grotvonen within the Great Crown, the mountain range that surrounds their homeland.

Awakened Runes ends with several questions about Lluthean’s plight, the significance of the Lacuna, Kaellor and Laryn’s reunion and the rising tide of grotvonen in Aarindorn.
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Chapter One: The Recruit
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Wispy trails of glacier melt splashed down into a river canyon from the Great Crown. The water spewed out from a groove in a boulder high in the mountain, then dispersed into columns like sifted flour. A white cloud of moisture hovered over the headwaters and chased away the afternoon heat. Ksenia Balladuren sat on her Aarindin, gazing up at the streaming cascade. Goosebumps rippled across her sun-varnished forearms, cooled by the mists.

With little thought, she channeled zenith. The currents infused her core, and she funneled the power through delicate runes on her lower back and hips, linking her mind to the animal. The Aarindin perked its ears in understanding and released its grip. The zenith-powered magnetic attraction that held her fast to the mount’s back lifted, and Ksenia stretched her legs. 

She dropped to the ground and washed the trail dust from her arms, then considered her wavy reflection in a tide pool. Damp strands of honey-colored hair were gathered into a topknot, revealing smudges of dirt on her forehead. Her reflection wrinkled a slightly upturned nose blanketed with freckles. “That’s a bit more dirt than Mother would allow at the supper table.” 

She plucked a handful of coarse, spongy lichen from a boulder and used it to clean her arms, face, and neck in the waters. A muscled cat the size of a wolfhound crept along the opposite bank. Ksenia’s Aarindin, the only albino ever foaled to the Balladuren herd, nickered and shifted its weight with unease.

“Easy, Winter. That cat is no threat to us. That’s a cave lark. You can tell by its underbite. They eat lichen and mushrooms. Be at peace and drink your fill.”

Winter dipped her neck low for a drink but kept vigilant, pale blue eyes trained on the cat. The creature’s mottled grey fur allowed it to blend in among the rocky shore. It wove around boulders, then circled into the shallows. A harsh rasping sound echoed across the river as the great cat attacked the vegetation draping the smooth rocks. After a few minutes, and with a large patch of rock picked clean, the cat padded back onto the shore. Cords of muscles undulated under its fur. The lark pounced once, and all the water fell in patters to the ground.

“Good trick,” said Winter.

The cat swiveled its head back over its shoulder and licked its whiskers with casual arrogance. “Don’t walk on my food,” the lark said before slyly closing its eyes once, then bounding up the rocky bank and disappearing into the misted haze.

Ksenia stifled a giggle as Winter turned to make eye contact. The Aarindin snorted. “I dislike when you include others in our conversation. You never warn me.”

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t sure if the lark could understand us. But now you have a story,” replied Ksenia through her gift. “None in the herd have ever spoken to a cave lark.”

Winter nibbled at shoots of grass on the bank and seemed to consider her words. She flared pink nostrils and turned to look back down the river valley. “Another comes. The wind tastes like your brother.”

“You mean smells,” corrected Ksenia.

Winter chewed a few moments in silence, then swallowed. “No . . . maybe both. They are the same in my nose and mouth. All your brothers linger on the back of the tongue. Not you, just the brothers. It makes them easy to . . . taste.”

Ksenia humphed. In the last two years, her conversations with Winter had evolved from simple indications of emotion to complex sentences. As Winter matured, so did her ability to attend to more meaningful and abstract concepts. “But at the end of the day, you are still an Aarindin.”

“What does that mean?” asked Winter with a tone of genuine curiosity.

“Sorry, Winter. I didn’t mean to share that. Tell me, what does my brother smell, err . . . taste like?”

“The shiny green herb your mother puts in your food. It grows in bunches on the side of the barn that gets all the light.” Winter trained her head back down the path.

“Oh. Mountain basil. That makes sense, I suppose, since we eat it nearly every day. What do I smell like?”

“You linger in the air like sweet apple blossoms in spring,” said Winter.

“Why do I get the feeling you’re just trying to finagle an extra scoop of molasses and oats from me when we get home?” Ksenia reached up and draped her arms around Winter’s neck.

“What is finagle?”

The question made Ksenia giggle out loud. “Another day. Here come’s my brother.”

Riding an Aarindin reflective of the breed standard, her brother crested the rise to the headwaters. Kervin Balladuren, the fourth of four brothers and her elder by only a little more than a year, inhaled a deep breath with the appearance of relief. “By the moons, Kess. I’ve been looking for you for two hours. At this rate, we’ll be lucky to get home before nightfall.”

Ksenia tilted her head in confusion. “This is First Moon’s day, isn’t it? I’m supposed to have the day off.”

“Why does the moon have a day?” Winter asked while nibbling at another cluster of grass.

Ksenia released her connection to zenith and pulled her fingers through the strands of hair tucked into her topknot, then pinched the back of her neck in frustration. “Did something happen? Why were you sent to find me?”

Kervin looked past her to the waterfall and headwaters. He seemed reluctant to make eye contact. “A messenger arrived late this morning just after you left. She waited a few hours past lunch to speak with you. When you didn’t return, she left a sealed note with Mother.”

Kervin forced his gaze to meet hers. “She came from the regent’s offices in Stone’s Grasp—fancy robes, embossed satchel, and even an Outrider escort.”

“The regent’s office?” she asked. A moment later, she realized why Kervin seemed both relieved and reluctant to find her all at once. “Mother sent in my application even after I told her and father I didn’t want to go.”

She felt heat blossom across the nape of her neck, and a tight feeling stole across her chest, preventing her from drawing relaxed, full breaths. “And of course, she sent you to find me, the one brother who might smooth it all over.”

Kervin sagged his shoulders in mild defeat. “They sent all of us, Kess. I just knew where you were most likely to be.”

She stared back at her brother. He was practically her twin in everything but her arca prime. They shared similar abilities in linguistics, and both of them could communicate with animals. A good seven years separated him from their next older brother. While her oldest three brothers favored their father with dark brown hair and thick beards, Kervin and Ksenia resembled their mother. The sun peppered their complexion with freckles, and they both had the same honey-colored hair.

“I got in. That has to be it.” Ksenia paced a few steps back and forth at the water’s edge and wrung a hand across the runes on her left wrist like she was twisting a bracelet. “I got in, or they would never have sent you. And I can’t turn down a post with the regent himself. To the Drift with it all, when do you think I’ll have to go?”

“I . . . you . . . we don’t know. It could mean anything,” said Kervin. She tilted her head and glared at him with incredulity. He collapsed forward onto the neck of his Aarindin. “But it probably means Mother sent in your application and that your post begins soon.”

She blinked to prevent tears from welling and paced along the bank. With her hands interlocked on her head, she tried to slow her breathing, but her ribs constricted like the bars of a birdcage.

“It’s just like Mother to plan everything without talking to me.”

“It’s not that bad. Only two days’ hard ride to get home. To my understanding, you can return once a month, and you get out of chores on the ranch,” said Kervin.

Ksenia dropped her hands, feeling some small part of herself accept the reality of the situation. “How long do you think I’ll have to stay?”

“The post only lasts a year, and who knows what you might find in that time?” said Kervin. “I’ll bet once you’re there, we have to bribe you to come back.”

“You can stop trying to sweeten Mother’s bitter fruit, Kerv,” she said.

She walked over to Winter and gestured. The Aarindin knelt on the ground, allowing Ksenia to swing a leg over. She clicked her tongue, and the Aarindin simultaneously rose and gripped her fast. Something about the warmth of Winter under her legs grounded her. They rode in companionable silence for a time, and the sway of the mount quieted the storm in her mind. 

“Do you plan to take Winter with you?” asked Kervin.

“Father won’t breed her, so I don’t imagine he will mind. Why do you ask?”

“No reason. I just realized, though, you’ll be the only person inside Stone’s Grasp with their own personal Aarindin. All the others are deployed in service to the Outriders.”

“Is that supposed to make my sentence any better?” she asked.

Kervin sighed. “Come on. It’s not a punishment. There’s nobody your age out here except me, and it’s a fantastic opportunity. You can’t spend all your days talking to Winter. You need to—”

“Don’t you say it, Kerv,” she interrupted. “If you say make friends with real people my age, I’ll tell father how much you lost throwing dice last week.”

Kervin flushed and stared out over the plains, then nodded. “I’m sorry. And I get it. Your last experience among the gifted at Stone’s Grasp left a lot to be desired. But they aren’t all awful. I’m still good friends with several people from my class.”

“You’re a prime in a quad of Outriders. It’s not the same thing,” said Ksenia. “I might wager Winter for the chance at that kind of opportunity.”

“What is it that bothers you so much about the notion of going back to Stone’s Grasp?” asked Kervin.

“Lots of things. They think about each other in terms of their gift and nothing else. If I can’t push an object, send, or gust, then they find small value in my presence. When all I can do is communicate with animals, decipher strange languages, and magnify another gifted, I’m relegated to someone they can use when they have a need. Half the people in my class just called me sympath; they didn’t even use my name. Then there are all the silly games they play, as if aligning with a specific house has anything to do with anything in Stone’s Grasp.”

“Anything else?” he asked.

“Yes, they all stink of meat,” she said.

Kervin chuckled. “Oh, sister, you’re hopeless.”

“What?” Ksenia asked.

“Have you ever smelled yourself after a long ride? Just because you avoid meat doesn’t mean your stink isn’t just as bad. Some days you smell more of the Aarindin than the Aarindin,” said Kervin.

She waited for him to look away, then dipped her nose down to the neckline of her blouse. A quick sniff caused her to lurch back in surprise.

That’s not altogether pleasant.

Kervin interrupted her thoughts. “What if I told you there was a way for you to fulfill the post in the regent’s office and avoid most of the house politics in Stone’s Grasp?”

They rode on in silence as she considered her situation and her brother. Kervin rode with an odd, stiff posture like he was holding his breath.

“Kess? You there?” he asked.

“I was still deciding whether I should just take Winter and disappear into the mountains. But what did you have in mind?”

Kervin relaxed his shoulders. “I wanted to wait to tell you this, but Overwarden Kaldera summoned all Outriders to the forward base camp, and I leave tomorrow morning. If you take the post with the regent, we might not see each other for a turn of the seasons.”

Ksenia squinted her eyes and turned to regard him, considering his words. “You’re not worried about any of that. So, what is it?”

He wrinkled the freckles on his nose, then sighed once and continued, “I joined the Lacuna.” 

The words caused her to squeeze her thighs, and Winter stopped. Kervin casually circled back around to face her but struggled to make eye contact.

“Isn’t that the group in opposition to the monarchy?” she asked.

“If you mean that we labor to see a free Aarindorn governed by the people and not a royal class, then yes,” said Kervin.

“You know Mother and Father hold seats on the Assembly in Stone’s Grasp. Blood moon Kerv, our oldest brother is in the city watch.”

“Who do you think introduced me to the circle breakers?” asked Kervin.

Ksenia studied her brother, looking for some sign of a ruse. Sensing no telltale mischief in his eyes, she asked, “Who?”

“Rugen. But Mother and Father don’t know, not yet. And you can’t tell them. Rugen has a plan to let them know eventually, but it’s still too soon.”

Ksenia resisted her first instinct to berate Kervin for a fool; if Rugen had joined the Lacuna already, she felt like she should hear Kervin out. Rugen was nothing if not loyal to the welfare of Aarindorn. His sense of duty had lured him away from the ranch, where he’d stood to inherit a lucrative business.

Kervin directed his mount a few steps closer and leaned into her field of vision. “Say something, anything. What do you think?”

“I’m none too happy that Mother has set the path before me, but that doesn’t mean I’m ready to join an organization that works against the Assembly, against Aarindorn.”

“Come on. Do you think Rugen or I would have anything to do with a group that intended harm to the kingdom or our parents?” asked Kervin. “The Lacuna work to break us away from the never-ending cycle that sees Aarindorn ruled by a monarchy. That’s all. There are no plans to dismantle everything good about the kingdom. I’ve attended the meetings for half a year now and not once has anyone mentioned breaking up the Assembly. In fact, I think a few of our members hold seats in the Assembly.”

“I don’t know. It sounds, just . . . why do you think the Lacuna would want anything to do with me?” she asked.

“We want all Aarindorians to see that Aarindorn can prosper under a new form of leadership. The noble families started and waged the Abrogator’s War. It’s taken the country over a decade to recover from that devastation. Grind it. There hasn’t been a Baellentrell in the kingdom in all that time. Changes are coming. I think you could be a bigger part of it than you realize.”

“I’ll think on it. What would I have to do?” she asked.

“At first? Nothing,” said Kervin. “You can help me move the herd to the south valley tonight, then come listen for yourself. The only thing I ask is that you keep my secret from Mother and Father for now.”

It’s not as if they have been completely honest with me.

Acting more out of anger with her mother than any agreement with Kervin, she nodded once, then nudged Winter ahead, passing her brother.

“Yes?” he asked. “Yes! All right, you won’t regret it.” He circled his Aarindin around to catch up to her, and they continued home.

“What did you mean when you said I could listen?” asked Ksenia. “We’re two days away from the capital.”

“You’ll see,” said Kervin. “I can show you tonight after we move the herd. But we need to pick up the pace. Fancy a race?”

Ksenia channeled zenith into her sympathy rune and opened herself back up to Winter. “Can you outrun this other Aarindin in a race, Winter?”

“Your brother wants me to run back but said he would give me sweet oats if I only follow,” said Winter.

Ksenia responded, “If we get home first, I will double that. What do you say?”

Winter leaped into a comfortable gallop, racing ahead of Kervin’s horse. 

Kervin shouted from behind her, “Hey! That’s not fair, Kess! I’m not gripped like you!” 

Ksenia giggled and shouted back, “You tried to bribe Winter! Deal with it!” They raced down the river valley back to the Balladuren ranch.
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Chapter Two: Straight Through the Heart
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Karragin sat on a crude bench outside Warden Elbiona’s command tent and hitched her leg up to inspect the bottom of her left boot. With her gift, she had reduced the worst part of the fatigue from the long march out of the Great Crown, but her boot soles had not fared so well. A bit of wool fuzz from her sock mushroomed out from a small hole over the ball of her foot. She ran a thumb along the arch to remove trail dust from the imprint, which read, “EoB.” 

Endule of Beclure . . . why am I not surprised that something crafted in a western duchy wears thin at the first testing?

The sounds of workers echoed off a large palisade erected to mark the division between the forward base camp and the Borderlands. Cutters felled trees, others carted lumber, and engineers raised timbers with pulleys. Zeniphiles worked side by side with the ungifted, using their talents to streamline the labor. Some trimmed branches while others directed draft animals or found creative ways to divert water and excavate soil. The telltale flashes of zenith rippled across the bare arms and chests of at least half the workers.

She inhaled the scent of fresh-cut pine that lingered sharp and strong in the air. The warden’s tent sat behind the foundation of a sizable new building. Karragin had never invested much interest in timber craft or construction, but the progress made in just a week impressed her. 

In stark contrast to the frenzied activity of the builders, Nolan straggled over to collapse next to her. Despite his apparent exhaustion, he’d managed to obtain a few biscuits of hardtack in their brief walk through the Outrider camp. He handed a portion to her, then slid to the ground using the bench as a backrest. Surrendering to fatigue, he ignored all sense of decorum and flopped his legs out before him.

We’ve been in camp for less than five minutes, and already you’ve found something to eat.

The biscuit proved predictably difficult to chew and yet was oddly satisfying after their long march. “We make it back here in one piece, and the first thing you fetch are molar breakers?”

Out of the corner of her eye, she sensed him shrug. He chewed in silence a bit longer, then swallowed with significant effort. “Water? Have you got any water?” His chin dipped low as he tried to swallow the ration, his words cut short and raspy.

She surrendered her waterskin, and Nolan drank several deep gulps before relaxing back against the bench. He handed the skin back to her. “Thanks.” He bit off a smaller bite of the hard biscuit and chewed thoroughly.

“Where did Tovnik and Amniah wander off to?” she asked.

“Tovnik made straight away to the mess tent. Amniah muttered something about paying a month’s wages for a hot bath,” said Nolan.

“I thought you would have joined our medic at the first chance.”

Nolan reached both arms back onto the bench to better recline. His legs remained sprawled before him, one foot pointing east and the other west. “It’s a five-minute walk from here to the mess tent. I don’t care what they are serving; nothing could make me take another step.”

The warden’s tent flapped open, and Kervin Balladuren stepped out. He nodded once. “It’s been a long time, Karra, and well met, Nolan. I heard about your arca prime; respect, my friend. You both look like me after a hard day of mucking out the horse stalls. What happened?”

Karragin brushed a lock of matted slate-colored hair from her forehead and tongued the inside of the scar on her upper lip. She regarded the prime. In the half-year since she last saw him, the sun had painted his face with a patina of freckles.

“Hello, Kervin,” she said. “We encountered a warren of grotvonen deep in the Great Crown just west of here. They gave chase, so we sent the Aarindin back to your family’s ranch and had to walk back. Let’s just say the journey was not a simple one on foot. We only just returned.”

Kervin slid his hands into the back pockets of his pants and whistled in appreciation. “You ran across grotvonen? What was it like? Tell me about them.”

“I think I should wait and discuss the details with the warden first. No offense,” she said.

“Karra,” he drew out her name, pleading to learn more. “You can’t make an exception for a classmate? Moons, after everything I did to teach you how to use your sympath gift. You gotta give me something. Did you fight them?”

“All right, Kerv, settle down,” said Karragin. “First, promise me you’ll keep everything to yourself until the warden says otherwise.”

“Done,” he said.

She ran fingernails across the rune on her left forearm, scratching an annoying itch. “Nolan scouted a trail several ridges into the Great Crown. We were preparing to turn around when we ran across a warren of grot. They had taken up residence in a natural cave lying low in a valley.

“The little grinders had deforested at least a hundred acres in the valley. I fought a few. Foul-smelling things, but organized, and there were too many, so we retreated into the forest. I sent the Aarindin ahead, and we climbed high into the pine trees for the night. Amniah is a guster and used her skill to carry our scent with the horses. The trick worked, but I should not like to rely on that again. The creatures seem to have an unnatural ability to see in the dark, and their sense of hearing and smell exceed ours. That we made it back with only sore muscles to complain about is a blessing.”

Kervin rocked his weight from one foot to the other. “By the Giver. Did they use weapons? How did they approach you? Were they in any special formation? I’ve heard from others that they wield spears and coordinate their attacks through some form of clicky speech.”

Karragin recalled the strange way the grot communicated with a series of clicks, grunts, and occasional screeches. The memory caused a tingling shiver to ripple across her forearm, and she rubbed away the discomfort. “Yes. I approached them. No, and yes.”

Kervin seemed to consider her words a long moment, perhaps replaying his questions in his mind. “Moons, you haven’t changed a bit.” He waited for her to fill the dead space in the conversation, but she just looked back at him. Eventually, he held his hands up in defeat. “All right, I give up. I’ll wait to hear more later. How is your quad shaping up? You ride with Nolan and Amniah, right? Is your fourth a healer?”

“Yes, Tovnik,” she said.

Kervin wrinkled his nose. “He’s a good man in a scrap, but I wouldn’t count on him for much more.”

“Fortunately, we suffered more from the walk home than from anything the grot threw at us.” 

“Grotvonen, inside the boundaries of the Great Crown.” Kervin spoke the words with disbelief. “I’m glad you all made it back in one piece.”

Karragin sniffed. “All in all, not much of a heroic story there.”

“Well, you managed to save the Aarindin and yourselves,” he offered. “That’s more than most, I’ll wager.”

“The horses made it back to your ranch?” she asked.

“Ksenia and I moved the herd to a canyon on the southern slopes about two nights back,” said Kervin. “Two of them still wore their tracings. It didn’t take us long to figure out someone sent them home. I should have figured it was you. There aren’t many other sympaths in the Outriders.”

“How is your sister?” asked Karragin.

“She’s all right, I guess. She just earned a post with your father as one of his scribes. It’s not the adventure she really craves, but I’m hoping it’s something that can make her happy.”

“You make it sound like she doesn’t want to be there,” said Karragin.

Kervin scratched the back of his head. “If she had her way, she would be here with us, but Mother couldn’t stomach another one of us in the Outriders. Kess got to take Winter to Stone’s Grasp, and that’s about as much adventure as Mother would agree to.”

Karragin arched an eyebrow. “Is Winter the albino she found foaled on the ice?”

Kervin nodded. “The very same. Not that my father would breed an albino, but if he even tried to separate those two, I’m pretty sure Ksenia would skin out in the dead of night with that horse, and we would never see either of them again.”

The tent flap opened, and Warden Elbiona stepped through. She cocked her head to the side, making a quick inspection of the two primes, then Nolan, who lounged against the bench like a used rag. Nolan staggered to his feet to stand at attention. “At ease, tracker. Kervin, see to the new guard rotations. Lefledge—” she jerked her head, inviting Karragin to follow her into the tent.

Inside the tent, Karragin’s eyes required a moment to adjust to the dim light. Twin posts cut from the local timber created two peaks more than ten feet high. The warden kept the interior utilitarian with little furniture beyond a few wooden chairs, a simple table, cot, and footlocker. An ebony bow and matching quiver rested against the cot.

Reminds me of my room in Stone’s Grasp.

Elbiona knuckled the muscles in the small of her back and stretched before sitting in one of the chairs. “So, what happened?”

“Sir?” asked Karragin.

“You’re going to make me ask why a simple scouting expedition into familiar territory left you returning days late and without mounts?”

Karragin nodded. “The Aarindin made it back in better condition than we did, but we made it back all the same, which is what matters, I suppose. Nolan was able to discern two separate trails from the blood left on Tovnik’s knife. One led into the Borderlands, the other into the Great Crown just to the west. We followed this latter one and discovered a warren of grotvonen. The creatures had been there a while. They had cleared an entire valley of timber, and there were . . . hundreds of them.”

Elbiona tapped her fingers in a rhythm on her knee, considering Karragin’s words. “Why am I not surprised that a simple scouting expedition involving the Lefledge siblings ended up in near ruin? It seems the more I try to keep you out of the shit, the more you step into the sticky middle of it.” The two considered each other in silence for a few moments. “Back up and tell me everything you learned up there.”

Karragin offered a plain but specific narrative of their adventure into the mountains, the grotvonen horde, and their narrow escape.

The warden considered the report for several moments. Many people became uncomfortable standing before authority in awkward silence, but Karragin had weathered worse under the scrutiny of her father. If anything, she admired something in the intense power of the warden’s stillness. Elbiona’s disciplined bearing hinted at a cunning measure of all the factors rather than a moment of indecision.

The persistent burning sensation along Karragin’s forearm caused her to check her rune of premonition. The veining remained dormant. I must have rubbed against some itchweed on the way back here. I wonder if she’s considering separating Nolan and me. I wouldn’t blame her, I suppose, but what argument can I offer to keep him in my quad?

Elbiona stood and walked to her footlocker. She removed a stack of folded papers and returned to the table, then unrolled a detailed map of Aarindorn. The warden tapped a calloused finger on the map. “Show me.”

Karragin studied the region for a few moments. “Are we about here?” she asked, pointing to a spot between the Pillars of Eldrek.

“Yes,” said Elbiona.

“Then I believe the warren is near this valley. It’s perhaps four, no, five ranges in. If you ride west skirting the foothills, you will cross streams that exit the mountains. Turn south into the Great Crown at the third stream, and you should reach the area.”

“You took your quad five ranges in?” asked the warden with an air of skepticism. “You mean up and down mountain valleys when you say ranges?”

Karragin shrugged. “You make it sound like more than it is, sir. Nolan was able to follow the trail such that we remained mounted all the way there.”

A crease furrowed Elbiona’s forehead as she considered the information. “We have to attend to the grotvonen sooner than later. Could you lead a larger company there if we decide to mount an assault?”

Karragin shrugged indifference. “Nolan would be the better person to ask about that. But from what I recall, he should have little trouble returning us there.”

A clamor arose outside the warden’s tent, interrupting further conversation. Cries of alarm and the unmistakable shouts of conflict erupted. Elbiona stood and retrieved her quiver and bow, leading Karragin out of the tent.

Workers dashed about in an unorganized frenzy. The harsh sound of rope tearing through canvas sheared into the air, and something bestial thundered past the warden’s tent towing the remains of two or three tents behind it. The reek of decayed flesh lingered in its wake.

Karragin’s attention detached from the beat of time as her rune of foresight flared a vision before her. Her gift rooted her in place before the image of a thick-muscled monster stampeding on cloven hooves. Where the neck should perch, instead a torso with burly arms sprouted, and on top of this rested the head of a bull with circular curved horns. In her vision, the grondle galloped blindly through the row of tents until it breached the larger mess tent. It trampled in a mad circle, throwing the bodies of unarmed Outriders like chaff tossed into the air by a massive winnowing fork.

“There’s only one thing that size that leaves a stink like that.” The warden’s words brought Karragin back to the present, and her awareness returned to their surroundings.

“Grondle,” said Karragin. “It’s going to kill at least eight Outriders if we don’t stop it.”

“Why do you say that?” asked Elbiona.

Karragin pointed to the vestige of zenith as it flickered across the runes on her forearm. Elbiona nodded and tossed her bow back into the tent. “Grind it,” cursed the warden.

“Sir?” asked Karragin.

“Arrows won’t do any good against that thing at this point. We have to impede its progress, then spear it through the heart,” said the warden. “See what you can do to slow it down while I fetch something stout enough for the job.”

Karragin turned to her brother, who labored to string his bow. “Leave it. Elbiona said arrows won’t do much. See if she needs any help and stay away from that thing.”

Nolan nodded once and jogged after the warden. Karragin ran down the empty row left by the grondle. A mass of rope and canvas tangled about the beast’s head, rendering it blind, and it ran a zigzag pattern interrupted by bucks, lunges, and kicks as it tried to free itself. It released a guttural sound between a growl and snort and continued its rampage through the line of tents.

Karragin caught up to the beast and gathered up a few of the ropes dragging along in its wake. She channeled a surge of strength through her arca prime and lunged ahead. Her effort allowed just enough time to loop the rope around the trunk of a felled tree three times before the beast pulled it tight. The grondle’s torso wrenched back, and a loud crack erupted from under the canvas.

Its angry snort grew to a higher-pitched growl of anger or pain. The creature stomped in place a moment, then finally threw off the remnants of canvas. Dark ichor ran freely from the stump at the side of its head where one of its horns had broken off.

The twang of bowstrings preceded the hiss of a flight of arrows. Several arrow shafts sprouted from the humanoid torso of the beast. One even landed just under an eye along the hairy ridge of its snout. The grondle snorted once, a mocking sound, then roared a challenge. The beast followed the line of savaged canvas and ropes to Karragin, who stood beside the stump. Beady, dark eyes squinted at her. It pawed the ground, preparing to charge.

Karragin unsheathed the saber she carried on her hip and stepped in front of the tree stump anchoring the remnants of shredded canvas that had blinded the grondle. Let’s hope you’re as dumb as Reddevek says you are.

She slashed at the air a few times and shouted, “Come on then!”

Her taunt seemed all that the grondle needed. It lunged ahead, heedless of the arrows shot by other Outriders. More than eight shafts bristled from its torso, but it ran straight for her. Its curved hooves churned up the ground, lobbing clods of dirt into the air. The beast tilted forward as it charged.

Zenith saturated her arca prime as Karragin gathered her unnatural strength. At the last moment, she leaped and rolled to the side, slashing her saber along the grondle’s flank. A deep gash opened up along the beast’s side, sending an intense vibration through the weapon when the blade rattled against its ribs.

The grondle careened off the stump and rampaged in a wide circle through the camp. Several more arrows struck the muscled body. A few embedded; others seemed to hang for a moment, then drop to the ground. Still others careened off as if colliding with a target made of stone. Dark fluid flowed freely from the gash she’d opened along its flank, but the grondle raged on in a battle frenzy.

It picked up a splintered tent pole made of wood. The crude cudgel, perhaps six inches thick and five feet long, made a formidable weapon. The creature swung the wood shaft as it galloped through the camp, creating more mayhem. Karragin raced after as the beast upended two Outriders with bows, smacked a third one in the chest, causing him to fly back several feet, and crushed in the head of a young workman.

The grondle found its timing and ran in a winding path around a cluster of tents. On more than one occasion, a random swing caught someone trying to evade the fight. Eventually, it turned back in Karragin’s direction. 

She sheathed her sword and, using both hands, hoisted a medium-sized trunk over her shoulder. The bark bit into the skin on her neck, and sap stuck to her cheek. She walked to the edge of the woodpile and waited for the grondle. As the beast thundered past, she surged more zenith through her arca prime. Like a fulcrum adorned with cascading blue lightning, she pivoted and swung the log with all her strength. The grondle caught the blow along its lower chest between the legs. The crack of splintered wood rang out, and the beast stumbled back.

Karragin leaped forward and drew her blade. She sliced in a crisscross pattern, tearing deep gouges into the muscle and sinew of its humanoid torso. The cuts ran deep enough that she expected to see lung tissue bubble forth, but only fibers of muscle erupted from the ichor-slicked flesh.

With a grunt of surprise, she stabbed the blade deep into the grondle’s chest. The beast ignored the wound and wrapped one beefy hand around her shoulder and the other around her neck. Coarse hide and hair scraped against her skin. Karragin reached up to pry herself free. Her efforts kept the grondle from crushing her windpipe, but clawed nails raked across her neck and shoulder.

Up close, the smell of the thing turned her stomach. Musky sweat mixed with the odor of rotting meat. Coarse whiskers from its chin hairs scratched her forehead, and she labored to extract herself from its powerful grip. The beast seemed to sense as much and casually turned its head, smearing the dark ichor from the broken stump of its horn across her forehead.

The viscous gore obscured her vision and matted her hair to her face. The grondle snorted with something that sounded derisive, and then it pulled her close and seemed to smell her. Only, the suction caused by its breathing didn’t come from what she thought was the beast’s snout. Instead, she felt the hot breath exhale from strange slits between its forelegs on its muscled chest. She set the awareness of that discovery to the side as the grondle began to squeeze.

Karragin flared her zenith again and tried to separate the grondle’s arms, but her effort proved futile as the monster squeezed with inexorable force. A pressure swelled in her face, and scintillating lights streaked in the periphery of her vision.

She kicked wildly, but the grondle held her dangling in the air. Her inability to ground herself, to separate the beast’s clawed hands, or even set her feet down threatened to overwhelm her composure. She tried to cry out, but only a raspy noise escaped.

Darkness pressed in at the edges of her vision just as something heavy throttled into the beast. The grondle grunted once, and she felt something solid wedge against her lower leg. Its grip loosened, and she was able to separate the creature’s clawed hands enough to pull in a fresh breath of air.

The world tilted for a moment, and then her head cleared. Another vibration thrummed through the creature, and she dipped her chin enough to look down. A shaft of wood was skewered into one of the gill slits on the grondle’s muscled chest.

“Again, Nolan!” shouted Elbiona. The warden crouched, shouldering the timber.

A thwack followed her command, and the grondle dropped Karragin to the ground. She looked back to see her brother swing the butt end of an axe against the other end of the makeshift harpoon. Another thwack, and something inside the beast cracked as the shaft of wood lurched half a foot into its torso. The grondle staggered back a few paces and collapsed.

Karragin propped herself on her elbows and watched in exhaustion. She inspected the two long gill slits edged with fleshy maroon edges, one over each side of the muscled chest of the grondle. The wood shaft pierced through one of the slits, around which the last death sigh of the beast escaped.

Nolan dropped to his knees beside her. “Karra, what can I do? Are you hurt?”

She tried to speak against the burning ache in her throat and managed to croak, “No, not bad, anyway.”

“You can stop channeling now, or you’ll pull in the draft for sure,” said Nolan with a look of concern.

Karragin winced as she nodded and stopped channeling zenith. Her limbs felt suddenly thick and heavy, and she became aware of her heart thrumming against her ribs. A chill rippled across her shoulders as the breeze caught at her sweat-soaked uniform.

“So strong, I’ve never met anything so—”

“I told you the heart, Lefledge,” Elbiona interrupted. The warden dropped to a knee and began inspecting Karragin for injuries.

Karragin lifted a shaking hand and pointed. “I buried my blade in its chest. Reddevek said the top parts are vulnerable.”

Elbiona glanced over her shoulder, then sighed. “That top part, the part shaped a bit like a man, there’s nothing vital there. It’s all muscle and bone. You can limit their offensive capabilities if you cripple their arms or blind them. But all of the important stuff is buried deep inside the part that looks like a bull. We’ll cover the finer points of grondle anatomy later. Can you stand?”

Karragin withdrew her attention to an inspection of her injuries. Aside from an intense burning in her neck and throat, she felt no pain. Nolan helped her to her feet, where she staggered a moment.

The warden looked out across the chaos of the camp, then turned back. “Nolan, get your sister to the medics. Seek out the docent, Venlith, directly, then find me after. They need to thoroughly clean and debride those abrasions. Tell them not to spare the embertang. Grondle are filthy. I don’t want to find myself before your father explaining how Karragin survived the first grondle attack in a generation only to succumb to the soft touch of a tender-hearted medic.”

“Yes, sir,” said Nolan. He turned to lead Karragin away, but she remained rooted, staring at the corpse of the grondle.

“How, how did a grondle get into our camp?” she rasped.

“That’s what I’m going to find out,” growled the warden.
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Chapter Three: The Taker’s Price
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The thick mists gathered by the ancestral spirit faded, and Laryn regained her orientation as the weightless, floating sensation subsided. She had experienced the ethereal phenomenon whenever she folded into the clouds but forgot how bewildering the transition could be.

Kaellor and another young man stumbled, then staggered to their feet near their empty litter. Two wolvryn pups sniffed eagerly at the mists. They all stood outside the gathering house ringed by the Cloud Walkers. The young and old of the Damadibo peered at the newcomers in silence.

Sensing apprehension, Laryn stepped forward, speaking in the tongue of the Cloud Walkers. “Everyone, there is no danger. These are my friends. And this,” she said, looking at Kaellor as if for the first time, “this is my . . . husband.”

The words reminded Laryn of kevash fruit. Though she had spoken them before, it now seemed so unfamiliar and new. She gazed again at Kaellor, taking a full inventory of him. His shoulders had thickened out in the last twelve years. And is that a streak of grey I see in the beard that tries to hide his jawline?

She found his eyes, azure blue with the zenith he now commanded, and her breath caught. Kaellor glanced at her, then seemed to survey their surroundings. He studied the collection of olive-skinned people as more emerged from the gathering house. Moving with purpose, he paced around their wagon and tossed aside the blanket that had covered the injured young man who was lying there.

A hardness stole across his face, appearing all the more stern by the ruddy color of recently burned skin. His penetrating gaze surprised her. “Laryn, where is Lluthean? He was on the litter when the fog collected around us. Tell me he wasn’t left behind.”

Laryn searched the group, equally surprised. “I’m not sure. The ancestral spirit should have brought you all safely here. But if that was Llutheandellen, then, is this Bryndorllean?” she asked, gesturing at Bryndor.

Bryndor stepped forward and bowed his head awkwardly. “Yes, ma’am, only it’s Bryn if you don’t mind.” Bryndor looked from Laryn to Kaellor. “And where is Llu?”

Interrupting the moment, Ellisina stepped forward to pet Boru. The girl signed a question. 

“Use the Kindred speech, the words I taught you spoken by those outside the valley, Ellisina,” Laryn explained.

Ellisina nodded with a smile and cleared her throat, making her mouth form the unnatural shapes to produce the Kindred tongue. “Is he yours?” she asked.

Bryndor knelt down. “He chose me, but Boru belongs to himself.”

“Many blessings, Bryndor, and honor to your house,” she tilted her head. “Can I play with them?”

Bryndor pushed the wolvryn pups forward. Ellisina soon had them occupied chasing a piece of fur tied to a stick.

A firm grip around Laryn’s upper arm interrupted the innocence of the moment. Kaellor stood at her side; an intensity darkened his expression and pressured his speech. “Laryn, is there some way you can find out what happened? Lluthean was injured, and the wound festers.”

Her cheeks flushed with a mixture of surprise and anger. Moons, I haven’t felt anger in years.

She resisted the urge to snap at him and pulled a shock of silver hair behind her ear, then placed her hand lightly over his. “Kaellor, you’re hurting me. I know you’re concerned. Let me go, and I’ll see what I can do.”

Her words struck him with more force than she intended. He paled, and she noticed for the first time the hollowed-out nature of his sunken cheeks, and the saucers of fatigue staining the skin under his eyes. He released her arm as if it were a hot kettle. “I’m so sorry. Laryn, I . . . it’s all my fault. Please, anything you can do.”

Elder Miljin interrupted their strained reunion. He scurried forth, outpacing the butterflies that usually hovered overhead. The elder signed with sharp gestures, “Laryn child, be quick. The spirits have a task for you.” He turned, expecting her to follow.

She answered him in the Kindred tongue for Kaellor’s benefit. Over the years, she had utilized the common speech on occasion, but more as a curious form of entertainment than significant communication. Several Cloud Walkers chose to learn the speech, Miljin chief among them. “Yes, Elder Miljin, but there was another in our group—a young man. He was wounded, and he’s not here.”

Upon hearing her response, Miljin paused and cocked his head, then nodded to himself. He turned with a slow grace. His brow creased with the effort of concentrating on the unfamiliar act of speaking aloud. “Yes, the ancestor dropped him into the spirit house. He is close to the spirits, I fear. Come now, they asked for you. He is well beyond my skill.”

The olive-skinned old man ambled up the short trail to the spirit house. Something about the clipped manner in which he spoke instilled in her a foreboding sense of dread. She turned to Kaellor. “They have him in the spirit house. It’s a holy place. They might admit you, but Bryndor should probably remain here. These are good people. He’ll be safe.”

Kaellor nodded and followed her up the path to the house. Miljin held open the doors and ushered them in. Laryn entered and found the young man lying on his back in the center of the room. From the corners of the room, familiar braziers burned, emitting multicolored currents of smoke. The wispy ribbons of color streamed around the periphery of the hut, outlining insubstantial figures. After the small group entered, a consort of diaphanous forms, the ancestral spirits, stepped forward from the smoke and mist with joined hands. 

Laryn kneeled by the body of the young man. With one hand on his chest and the other on his forehead, she watched him draw shallow and infrequent breaths. A cold sweat beaded on his pale skin. Searching for a pulse, she grasped his wrist and, after lingering a few moments, found it at his neck, weak but steady.

She pressed her thumb deep into several places on his torso. His skin blanched under her firm probing and remained pale more than five seconds after releasing the pressure. The findings gave her pause, and she pulled back, folding her hands in her lap.

“He’s . . . it’s bad, Kaellor,” she offered. “What happened?”

Kaellor pulled back the edge of a bloodstained dressing, revealing blackened skin over the young man’s shoulder. “Abrogators found us. They sent some creature from the Drift, and one bit him here. I cleaned it with devil’s tail, but the wound festered, and he took fever a few days back. I’m sorry for before. I wasn’t myself. Please, whatever you can do for him. If there is a price, I’ll pay it, anything.”

“Devil’s tail?” she asked.

Kaellor furrowed his brow a moment, then nodded understanding. “Embertang. It grows wild in the Southlands, but not as potent.”

“Alright, let me concentrate,” she said, then dropped her gaze to Lluthean’s unconscious face. By the moons, you have your mother’s look about you. Where do I even begin? I haven’t channeled in years, and you are so far away. Is your death to be the event that defines our reunion?

She watched as Elder Miljin burned more butterfly wings, fueling the brazier and renewing the fragrant, colorful streams of smoke in the spirit house. He moved with uncommon alacrity, then stood beside her. 

He dusted off his hands then signed, “Laryn, the hour is upon you, my child. Only you can bring him back, or he will dance with the spirits forever. Let the spirits guide you.”

She looked back to Kaellor. “I’m going to try to bring him back, Kae, but you need to be prepared. I’ll do my best, but—”

“That’s all I can ask,” said Kaellor.

Laryn adjusted to a more comfortable seated position. Through the clouded mist, she noticed a wispy silver thread drift from Lluthean’s body. The thin filament caught in the currents of vapor swirling in the spirit house and thrashed like a single strand of spider silk caught in the wind. She reached forward to grasp at the errant tendril, but her hand passed through as if it had no more substance than the vapors in the hut.

Puzzled, she glanced beyond to the circle of elder spirits. The painted faces of men and women returned her gaze with intense expressions. Soothing waves of zenith flowed from the spirits, blanketing the young man, giving him a chance to remain in this world before passing to the next.

The only way to get anywhere is to take the first step. With one hand on Lluthean’s forehead and another on his chest, she withdrew into herself. The lessons learned so long ago returned to her mind, and she summoned zenith.

Summon didn’t really capture the feeling. Currents of zenith swirled all around her, waiting to suffuse her runes. She sensed it the moment she touched Kaellor and released their binding but had held the force at bay . . . until now. Laryn lifted her restraint and allowed the currents to cascade across her runes.

The symbols, once steeped with zenith, flared with azure light. The intensity of the blue and white radiance surprised her, and she sucked in a breath. The power shimmered from within, giving life to her gift that had remained dormant for so long. 

With uncharacteristic reverence, Miljin’s voice broke in, “By all the spirits, child, where have you been all these years?”

After a few moments, she gathered and funneled the swelling flow into her arca prime. A kaleidoscope of light burst from her neckline, then filtered into shafts of blue and white as she tightened her control.

The rune of the true healer flared as her arca prime suffused her with a sense of euphoria. She allowed herself to dwell in the moment, sensing the zenith infuse not just her runes but the flesh, muscle, and bone beneath them. The strength imbued by channeling allowed her to force the current to her will.

Her breathing slowed, and her heart beat in a synchronous rhythm with Lluthean’s. She surrendered to her gift and allowed her power to permeate into him. As she did so, a soft humming murmur resonated into the spirit house.

Awareness of the world slid away as she focused on the supportive waves of zenith emanating from the spirits gathered in the hut. Somehow, they fed Lluthean’s body while preventing his final departure. Tendrils of her inquisitive gift probed, searching for Lluthean’s innate zenith stores. Though weak, his body answered with a faint vibration that gave her hope.

There you are . . . good. Thanks to the spirits, you’re still here with us, even if faintly. That’s one question answered. Now, let’s see what ails you.

An inspection of his vital organs showed that the illness strained him, but his lungs drew air freely. His heart fluttered in a rapid rhythm and generated only a weak impulse, but not from any disease process in the muscle itself. None that I can remember anyway. Too long; it’s been too long since I’ve done any of this.

Her assessment moved to his abdominal organs. His kidneys seemed withered or strained but still functional, based on the thin columns of urine she identified moving to the bladder. Blood flowed through his liver and spleen without congestion, so she didn’t think the problem was there.

Fearing a more severe injury, Laryn directed her attention to his head. What did Venlith always say? Lots of good folk could linger for a time, but no amount of healing could repair a cracked melon.

At first, she couldn’t sense any normal activity. His zenith stores seemed to flow with sluggish apathy. She increased the nature of her probing, sending and feeding zenith along his native zenith strands where she could.

The process felt both intrusive and infiltrative but necessary, so she pushed on. Within a few minutes, she assessed that there was no structural damage to his head. She sighed inwardly. Great. Some of the most complex of maladies pertain to the blood and the arcane humors, and I haven’t managed those in an age.

She shrugged off her insecurity and directed her gift to survey his blood and lymph. A nauseating wave of putrescence stained the back of her tongue, and she began to salivate in anticipation of retching. She dialed back her zenith until the sensation became manageable and traced the corruption to its obvious source at the bite on his shoulder.

The wound festered, but underneath she determined that most of his vital tissues, muscles, bones, and even nerves were contaminated but not damaged. She pushed at the edges of the corrupted flesh and sensed the taint leaching itself deeper into his tissues. When she retreated from her probing, the corruption also receded to its original location.

She slashed an arc of zenith across the corrupted material, and it separated for a moment, then resealed. The contamination almost seemed sentient in its attempt to evade her ministrations.

Laryn withdrew, considering her options. A simple incision and debridement won’t do. It’s too far along to overwhelm with purification. It’s a risk, but maybe if I segregate his native zenith stores, then isolate and purge . . . There’s so much risk.

Her probing ceased, and she opened her eyes. As her awareness returned to the room, she tasted salt from the beaded sweat on her upper lip. Her hair was matted to her forehead, and she required a moment to allow her breathing to ease.

“It’s not too late, and I think I can manage it, but the taint of that wound is like nothing I’ve ever seen before,” she explained.

Kaellor took a knee then handed her a skin of water. “Please, do what you can for him, Laryn.”

She turned the waterskin up and drank long, then searched his eyes and waited. He seemed composed, steady. “I’m going to isolate the contamination from everything, including his blood and his innate zenith.”

She withdrew the sharp knife at her hip she used to cut herbs and handed it to him, hilt first. “When I do, you’ll see his arm become bone white. When that happens, I need you to make a slice from the top of the wound all the way down to his wrist here.” With her thumbnail, she traced a line from his shoulder, down the length of his arm, to the base of his thumb.

“How deep?” asked Kaellor with a grim expression.

“Plunge the blade all the way through the corrupted flesh until blood wells up, then keep it that deep all the way down to his palm. It will be deeper than you think, but don’t worry about the damage. Once I purge the taint, I can repair the rest easily enough,” she said.

She waited for him to process her request. He nodded once. “If this doesn’t work, there’s a chance he might lose the arm, but I can’t think of any other way to get rid of the contamination.”

“I understand. See him across the river, and we’ll worry later about the Taker’s price,” said Kaellor.

Laryn remembered the old phrase. But you don’t believe in the Taker, as I recall. She searched his face but found no humor there. He seemed ready for the task ahead. “Right then, when the arm turns pale. Ready?”

Kaellor reached over Lluthean’s body and grasped the swollen, ruddy limb, positioning the wrist palm up, then grunted. “Like I said, do what you can.”

Once again, she ignited her arca prime. The task ahead would sap her strength, so she committed to quick action and attached a delicate tendril of her gift to the thumb of Lluthean’s affected arm. The connection served to sense his innate zenith and pulse.

Next, she created a sharp plane of zenith to act as a barrier, wedging it in place inside the inner edge of the corrupted flesh. The sensory tendril fell dormant as the barrier cut off the flow of zenith into his arm.

She channeled more zenith and shaped it into a constricting noose, then placed it along the barrier. A part of her awareness sensed something in the corruption lurch. Like a sentient parasite, the taint tried to seep deeper into Lluthean’s torso. She fortified the zenith barrier and tightened the constricting noose as much as she could.

Lluthean’s arm felt lifeless through her probing tendril. A moment later, she felt the faint vibrations as Kaellor cut across the wound and down the length of Lluthean’s arm. Her head reeled, and a wave of nausea washed over her. With an effort, she ignored the sensation and double-checked that both the noose and her barrier were secure, then she began to pull.

The noose slid across the wound, milking the corruption down his arm. At first, the parasite flowed away from the touch of her gift. But somewhere near the elbow, the affliction gathered resistance, and her strength waned. She hovered in a deadlock as the festering ichor refused to drain into his forearm.

Self-doubt and recrimination entered her awareness. If you lose control now, the corruption will surely retreat deeper and could kill him. Grind it, just push through.

Her gift faltered under the strain, and a rivulet of the taint seeped under her noose and back toward Lluthean’s shoulder. With frantic effort, she re-lashed the noose, trapping the parasite before it could spread farther, but the amorphous mass migrated back to its original position.

Kaellor’s voice dashed away her fears. “Laryn, take what you need.” She sensed his hand on her shoulder as zenith surged through him, fortifying her gift.

With confidence she had not felt until that moment, she grunted. “Back to the grinding Drift.” She pulled with steady, unwavering resolve, milking the corruption down Lluthean’s arm, where it swelled and gathered. All at once, the parasitic material spurted out of the deep cut along his wrist and palm. It fountained to the floor like a glob of blackened pig fat. Elder Miljin carefully collected the slimy material onto a thick kevash leaf, then discarded it into the brazier. 

Struggling to keep both the noose and barrier in place a bit longer, she probed with the sensory tendril back through Lluthean’s arm. Satisfied that none of the taint remained, she dispersed the plane of zenith acting as a barrier, then the noose.

In but a moment, Lluthean’s arm pinked up, and arterial blood spurted from the incision Kaellor had made down the length of his arm. Laryn reached forward with both hands into Lluthean’s armpit, occluding his pulse.

“Kaellor,” she panted. “I need you to hold pressure here while I mend the cut. If you can do that, we’ll be done.”

Without words, Kaellor clamped thick fingers into Lluthean’s armpit and stifled the bleeding. Laryn gathered the last of her strength and channeled zenith one last time. Severed tissues began mending and knitting together, responsive to her will. Excess tissue fluids were diverted and drained.

More than
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