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CHAPTER ONE

The Pantheon of Gylranor

Uldelthien the Tamer, Primal of natural phenomena, stood alone in a chamber with a ribbed ceiling. The room was circular in shape. Bookcases lined the walls, while tables cluttered with scrolls and ink filled the spaces between. At the center hovered a glowing blue sphere. But upon closer inspection, it was no ordinary sphere, but an exact replica of a world. A world that had endured dismay, death, and fleeting moments of peace. Uldelthien observed the Mundolith with intense focus. The Mundolith had been created and bestowed upon him by Inilizul, as the only acceptable means to oversee the Maker’s creation: Gylranor.

Since the Years of the Wilds (the Beginning), Uldelthien, with aid from his brother Blinn the Watcher, has dutifully reported every event, every assault, death, act of destruction, and natural disaster to Inilizul. He has carried out this task without fail, surpassing the doubts of even the other Primals. Nothing escapes Uldelthien’s notice, and it must not, for Inilizul has long felt a growing disconnection from their creation.

With so many on the Mortal Meld (Gylranor) having lost faith in the Primals—or turning to other forms of spiritual belief—the Crafter has lost much of their ability to remain in sync with mortals (as they once did with the Nethermire). This has left Uldelthien and Blinn as the only dependable links between the Everlasting Realm and Gylranor.

However distant Inilizul has become from the mortal world, their power remains just as strong, just as vigilant over the Everlasting Realm as when it first came into being.

Uldelthien exhaled gently, sending a soft puff of air across his palm to turn the floating Mundolith. As the world slowly spun to a halt, it settled on a particular land, one that troubled him deeply.

“Eradell…” he murmured to himself.

“Brother?”

The little Primal Blinn had appeared beside Uldelthien almost instantly.

“Oh, Blinn…” said Uldelthien, his gaze fixed on a particular location within Eradell. “How long have you been there?”

“Only just arrived,” Blinn replied in a soft, cool voice, his eyes following Uldelthien’s to the same troubled region. “What do the blue markings signify?”

“Mire Rifts.”

Blinn exhaled slowly. “Are you absolutely sure?” he asked.

“Very.” Uldelthien stared intently at Lithos. “Two additional gateways to the Nethermire have sprouted near the town. It’s evident these are what allowed the Underhounds to pour through.”

“Could Haraxas be looking for Vel—?”

“I do not possess that wisdom.” Uldelthien turned the Mundolith to focus again on Eradell. “As before, it’s only a matter of time before others form across the continent. I must report this to the Maker.”

“Everyone’s about to gather at the Silver Hold. Erendor will be safe while we are away.”

The Silver Hold, Inilizul’s primary residence, stood high atop a thin blanket of golden soil. Constructed from gray stone to resemble a castle or keep like those found across Gylranor, the Silver Hold did not shine as a living mortal might assume, as though made from silvered metal.

The palace’s main tower entrance was guarded by ornately armored sentinels, warriors who had passed on from their first lives and now served a higher purpose. Beyond the tower lay a courtyard, and at its center stood a fountain spewing sparkling water. This fountain held the purest water one could ever hope to see. It was called the Life Water, and a single drink from it could add five hundred years to a mortal’s life.

Beyond the Life Water, and further past the courtyard, was the throne room. The throne itself stood at its heart, overlooking a brilliantly polished table large enough to seat ten. It gazed upward toward the ghostly remnants of what once was a grander throne. A pale shimmer of white lay over everything. All was as it appeared: peaceful.

Now, several figures began entering the throne room, gradually filling the chairs. Three remained unoccupied.

“Missing Talrel and Silorus,” remarked a brown-haired goddess. “To be late to the very gathering Talrel called…”

“I suspect we will have no doubt when Silorus enters the Hold,” said a hulking god, his hammer resting across his lap. “Does anyone even remember what Silorus actually looks like?”

“Do you think he’ll come?” asked a blue-skinned goddess, placing her sword on the table before her. “If he does…my blade will pierce his skull.”

“Now, now, Chelegorina,” said Rosnios, the hulking god. “Let’s not stray… Blinn, any word on what we discussed earlier?”

“Not yet,” said the little Primal. “It seems Haraxas still lodges within the Orcen palace, awaiting the completion of his fortress, yet to make his untimely appearance to the mortals.”

“Fortress? More like a festering hole of rot,” said Rosnios. “What’s he calling it these days?”

“Nethrinn.”

“Ha!” said Rosnios. “I don’t see why we can’t just drown the island, Azanelon. That might make the mortals praise us as the gods we once were.”

“You have a hot head, brother,” replied the red-headed god, twirling his long beard. “Its drowning would mean the death of innocent lives, those who take no part in evil. Besides, I would need Uldelthien’s help to do so, as he commands the winds.”

“Don’t bother,” said the lesser god, Uldelthien.

“Still no sign of Talrel or Silorus,” said a god with a bun tied into his olive-colored hair.

“Not yet, Felnult,” said Rosnios. “Last I spoke with Silorus, he assured me he would attend—but I have my doubts. You can’t possibly expect him to leave the comfort of trees and leaves, can you?” he added mockingly.

“Silorus is wiser than that,” said Blinn proudly. “Without our brother’s intuitive wisdom and botanical knowledge, Gylranor would be nothing more than an arid wasteland—like the Nethermire.”

“I would so like to see Silorus again,” said Chelegorina. “I haven’t seen my brother’s face since the Sundering of Nindoras. Like Rosnios, I can’t quite remember what he looks like.”

“Always stuck inside a tree, isn’t he?” said Rosnios, polishing Vuhlayn, his hammer, against his scarlet tunic. Rosnios chuckled, followed by laughter from the others except from Chelegorina.

“Don’t poke fun at your brother’s expense,” said Chelegorina sharply. “It’s because of him Gylranor has become a wonder among the worlds.”

“Whatever’s left of it,” muttered Rosnios. Then, to change the topic: “I wonder what’s so urgent that Talrel has summoned us all?”

“Probably Haraxas,” said Chelegorina. “We all know our beloved nephew is making a mess of things!”

“He’s no nephew of mine!” snapped Rosnios, visibly offended. “That so-called brother of ours will pay for the devastation he’s brought to countless innocent lives.”

“You wanted to drown the innocents on Saluron,” Azanelon said coolly. “Don’t be a hypocrite.”

Rosnios slammed Vuhlayn onto the Silver Hold’s stone floor in a fury, shaking the ground beneath them. Before anyone could regain their footing, the hammer was already pointed at Azanelon’s red-haired face.

Many of the Primals were in no mood to bicker, so Uldelthien, using the power of wind, cast a gust at Vuhlayn, sending it skidding backwards, almost taking Rosnios with it. But Rosnios’s power was far greater than that of the wind alone.

“Do not talk about Orma,” spat Uldelthien, “nor do we want to see you two quarrel like squirrels over a chestnut.”

Azanelon went back to stroking his beard, eyeing his angered brother, who exhaled deeply in an effort to relieve himself of his rage.

Blinn looked to Uldelthien with something close to desperation. It was clear from the conversations taking place that the others were unaware the Mire Rifts had returned, rifts not seen since the time of Karxas. Uldelthien nodded subtly but would not reveal that truth until Inilizul arrived.

“It matters not,” said Rosnios. “The Orcs have Undiniuf, if you’ve all forgotten. They’ll find a way to enter Gylranor.”

“This may be true,” said Aliri, “but those mortal portals are weak. When Haraxas tried to pass through, he nearly tore it apart. Those so-called Nether Scrolls may have worked, but what a joke they turned out to be.”

“So, that’s how they did it!” Rosnios called out. “Hard to believe something so simple could bring about a monstrosity like that. I’ve misjudged these mortals.”

“You have little faith in your own creations, brother,” said Felnult. “Was it not you, Rosnios, who gave the Dwarves their gift for tinkering?”

“Mind your tongue, brother,” Rosnios snapped, his hand landing firmly on Vuhlayn, as though to threaten Felnult. “You sound like the Maker, always so quick to criticize!”

“It is not I who is your enemy, Rosnios,” said a cosmic voice.

At once, everyone at the table bowed and lowered their heads. The being who had spoken had no shape, no gender, no eyes, no mouth… A ripple of the cosmos, at best. A glowing yellow spectral anomaly now floated silently above them.

“High Crafter,” said Rosnios, dropping to one knee.

“You do not hold me in high regard, Rosnios,” the voice echoed. “Have I not been more than generous to you? I allowed you to dismember my throne—once high atop the mountains you’ve now named after yourself—and scatter its fragments here. What more could you possibly want?”

“Forgive me, High Crafter,” said Rosnios. “I speak with the mind you gave me.”

Inilizul hovered silently over the outspoken god.

“Rise,” the High Crafter commanded.

“My mountains were unworthy of such a seat of power!” Rosnios cried. “Your presence is far too great for mortals. They are no match for your praise.”

“You flatter where it is not needed,” said Inilizul, drifting away. “You broke apart my throne to cast your own. Do not stray as your brother has, Rosnios. You are my Grand Champion. Do not make me regret you a second time.”

“Yes, High Crafter,” said Rosnios.

The Maker spoke to the rest of the Scions of One, more commonly known as the Children of Inilizul.

“Now tell me, where are Talrel and Silorus? Was it not Talrel who requested we gather here?”

“They are expected,” said Aliri humbly, clutching her brown hair between her hands.

“It has been extravagantly long since I last saw them,” said Inilizul. “I suspect they’ll arrive together?”

Neither daughter nor son could answer their Maker’s question when a majestic roar of greatness echoed from the Silver Hold’s courtyard.

“They’re here,” said Inilizul.

All followed the High Crafter to the Fountain of Life Water, where the Huntress—her charcoal hair tied in tails, clad in leather armor—stood valiantly beside a bronze behemoth with wings jutting from its solid spine. The Huntress rushed over to Uldelthien.

“Brother!” she called loudly. “Have you reported my findings?”

Uldelthien cleared his throat and subtly gestured to Inilizul’s presence with a tilt of his head.

“All-Essence,” said the Huntress, steadying herself before the High Crafter and kneeling. “Pardon my lateness.”

“Talrel, my beautiful child, we have been waiting at your command,” said Inilizul, before turning to the creature beside her. “I am pleased to see you as well, Arcanus.”

“High Crafter,” said the humble dragon, bowing his massive head. “Our journey was delayed.”

“The Underhounds seem to be growing popular,” said Inilizul.

“Yes, All-Essence,” replied Talrel. “We managed to thwart an attack near the Neledarian village of Xerian before they could cause any harm.”

“And you are the best to rid us of them with that bow of yours,” said Inilizul. Turning to their son, they added, “Uldelthien, I believe this is what you were preparing to report.”

“Yes, All-Essence,” said the lesser god. “Talrel sent word Mire Rifts are now guarding Lithos. It’s how the lesser creatures of the Nethermire are entering the Mortal Meld.”

Many of the gods now stirred with concern, especially Felnult, who was charged with guarding the entrance to the Timeless Chasm—the space between Gylranor and the Grey Void that binds the realms.

“It’s just the three rifts, for now,” said Talrel.

“If the Underhounds have made it as far as Nell,” said Felnult, “then the danger is already upon us.”

“Do not speak doom, brother,” said Talrel. “I still roam the Mortal Meld, and by my bow, they will not devour a single soul.”

“Silorus, show yourself,” said Inilizul, the eyes of the gods darting in every direction, unable to locate their elusive sibling.

“I am here,” came the shrewd voice.

A figure of green, covered in vines, moss, and leaves of all colors, stepped from a sturdy tree near the fountain. Silorus propelled himself toward his Maker using the swift vines coiled around his body.

“What is your bidding?” he asked.

“Come, now that we are all here, we must convene in my hall. Go on, all of you. Arcanus, a word, please.”

“As you wish,” said the dragon.

Arcanus waited patiently for Inilizul to speak.

“Felnult’s Timeless Chasm has served your home of Qetheron well…it is once again healed, alleviated of the damage brought on by your sister’s son.”

“This is true,” said Arcanus. “Orinthyr blackened Hiimerion’s mind. After she was slain, his Corrupted consciousness became even more erratic, unleashing a reign of chaos Qetheron had never known.”

“Nor Gylranor,” added Inilizul. “Now that we speak of Hiimerion—be mindful. His bones still rest upon the mountain of Bedafn. Have your dragons guard it with far greater diligence. Haraxas may yet find use for them.”

This was agreed upon by both. Hiimerion, a Corrupted Dragon, would be exactly the sort of weapon Haraxas could add to his arsenal. Though undead he would be, the dragon would still retain the legendary power spoken of in ancient chronicles.

Unbeknownst to the Mortal Meld, Arcanus, as Conservator of the Dragon Order, had taken it upon himself to inspect his nephew’s remains from time to time.

“Speak your troubles, Arcanus.”

“The only regret I have over him was my failure to acquire the strength to quell his diminished thoughts,” said Arcanus. “An extraordinary Steward of Amity he would have made, had it not been for Orinthyr’s deception and vile tongue.”

“You have profound strength,” said Inilizul, “which is what Orinthyr and Hiimerion lacked. That is what led to their undoing.” The High Crafter hovered ever so closely to the dragon. “I see you’ve accepted the term coined by the Mortal Meld.”

“Even so, after Hiimerion’s rampage,” added Arcanus. “The mortal races do continue to astonish me, I admit. As Stewards of Amity, we shall preserve the reputation the mortals view us by.”

Inilizul paused and gazed beneath the Everlasting Realm to view a hill that had seen the bloodshed of war.

“You mustn’t let that reputation be sullied,” said Inilizul. “For those mortals who look to the Pantheon of Gylranor, we must act. Many former followers have lost faith in us—abandoned their beliefs—as they believe I have abandoned them. Consequently, the time is now, Arcanus. You and your Dragon Order must reveal yourselves again to the Mortal Meld. I know you are a humble servant, and one of whom I am most proud,” they added. “Their spirits are shattered, and you must aid them in their cause against my grandson, Haraxas.”

“I predicted as much,” said Arcanus. “He is Karxas in and out.”

“Haraxas has more than Karxas did. He has more patience, and he is wiser. Which is why I implore you to reveal yourselves to the mortals gradually,” said Inilizul in high grandeur. “We cannot allow Orma and his Netherids to empower themselves to enter the Timeless Chasm and destroy you before you are able to wittingly thwart their movements.”

“Yes, the time is right to finally make our return,” said Arcanus, gazing toward the upper reaches of the Realm. “As for the matter we discussed earlier about the entrance to the Chasm, I have stationed one of my more powerful drakes to aid Felnult. The Barbish people have no idea that the godly entrance lies on Erëdun.”

“Good,” said Inilizul. “And they will not find it either. Felnult reassures me that it would take the godliest of magics to unveil its location. I expect no further greatness of Felnult than I already do.”

“A great turmoil is about to swamp Eradell,” said Arcanus.

“Yes, but to an even greater extent, a better part of Gylranor,” replied Inilizul. “I reiterate: many have lost hope in my existence due to my unwillingness to end this.”

“Your name is glory and all that it stands for,” said Arcanus proudly, stretching out his wings. “They will see it as such!”

“I ask one final service of you, Arcanus, before we bring our conversation to an end: guard my Hold until my Children have departed from today’s affair.”

“An honor, High Crafter,” said Arcanus respectfully. He rose into the air and returned to the tower entrance of Inilizul’s Palace.

When Inilizul drifted into the hall, the Pantheon of Gylranor rose.

“Maker,” said Azanelon.

“No one is to speak,” said the All-Essence. “My creations are in a war of great catastrophe. Never have they endured such grief and sacrifice as they do now. They are up against those who possess the power to destroy everything… I will not allow it. I—”

From the shadows came a rather poisonous laugh.

“Ah, so you’ve shown yourself after all this time. Tell me, how long has it been? When was the Sundering of Nindoras? Oh—that’s right! Shame on you for not visiting your Spring more freq—”

“How dare you come to this Realm?” snarled Talrel, pointing her bow straight at her dark brother—at the same moment Chelegorina placed the point of her sword behind Orma’s greasy head. Silorus immediately thrust a barrage of thorned, thick vines at his dark brother, but they grasped nothing.

Rosnio swung Vuhlayn ruthlessly, unscathing Orma. Talrel released her arrow, but it flew harmlessly through Orma’s body.

“How quickly you forget the events of the Years of the Wilds,” laughed Orma. “Fools—I was forever banished, don’t you recall? This image you so painstakingly try to destroy is but a projection from the Nethermire.”

“Enough,” said Inilizul.

“He defiles the Silver Hold!” barked Talrel.

“And he looks rather awful,” added Rosnios. “I forget you dwell in a hellish swamp.”

“I said enough,” Inilizul repeated calmly. “Shed us your reason for being here, Orma.”

Rosnios and Azanelon stood on either side of their lost brother.

“You know the answer to that… Maker. I’ve come to thank you for thwarting my Underhounds. But not to worry, my Mire Rifts will soon scatter throughout Eradell.”

“That was not the All-Essence’s work,” said Talrel. “That was me. Do it, if you dare.”

Orma laughed maniacally.

“Have you not yet forgiven me for the Great Bears’ downfall, sister?”

“Wipe your tongue! I am no sister of yours!”

“Instead of this petty display,” said Orma coolly, “you should be avenging Feneren’s and Jaracur’s deaths. But I must say, I rather like them more as leviathan beasts. What’s it been since I killed them? Slightly over twenty thousand years?”

Talrel’s anger crept in suddenly, and she let it control her. She released a Burnished Arrow, which flew within an inch of Orma’s broken nose. But before it could pierce him, it warped and vanished.

The Dark Primal laughed again. Talrel loosed a fury of Burnished Arrows, knowing full well they would do no damage. All ended the same—distorted, disappearing.

Orma now moved his arm swiftly, his fist grabbing nothingness. But in fact, he controlled an invisible force near Talrel that stripped her of her bow and disintegrated it, which only caused his chuckle to deepen.

“A flaw, I see,” said Orma. “Though I am bound to the shackles of the Nethermire, it appears my powers are not so chained—and they work. Riveting. I have suffered since the Sundering,” he continued. “There is nothing more you can do to me that will disturb me. Now, where’s that stupid bird you call a dragon? I should like a word with him.”

“Orma, you have no influence here,” said Inilizul.

“I am disappointed in you,” Orma said darkly. “To lower your defenses is highly unlike you.”

“I still have the power to eliminate you where you stand, Orma,” said Inilizul sternly. “Do not tempt me.”

“But to destroy me is to have the perfect world you did not desire. Surely you know that, don’t you?”

“Pestilent maggot!” spat Rosnios, lifting Vuhlayn. “High Crafter, let me take care of this disease once and for all!”

“No, Rosnios. He balances my universe, unfortunately,” said Inilizul. The spectral form was strongly fixated on the deformed horns erupting from all sides of the darkened god’s head. “Why have you come here?”

Soon, each of the Primals looked in cold shock to the All-Essence. Orma laughed again.

“Not even in your realm can you read my thoughts,” said the Dark Primal. “Your banishment severed the last remaining hold you had over me. My, my…” he continued, gazing at his sister. “Aliri, you haven’t aged in an era. You look…delicious—”

A thick barrier of sharp water instantly barricaded Aliri from Orma.

“Disgusting sea slug,” thundered Azanelon. “Harm my sister, and I shall personally visit the Nethermire and fill your wretched holes with water!”

Aliri broke through the roaring wall of water. She stopped mere inches from Orma, closed her eyes, one arm aloft, the other gripping the projection’s throat. In a second, she was no longer touching a projection—she now squeezed the physical throat of Orma.

Using a technique similar to his, she transported herself to the Den of Lightlessness, where she found Orma, legs crossed on his slimy, swampy throne. With ease, she lifted the fallen son of Inilizul. Orma awoke, delight flickering in his eyes.

“Yes, yes, do it. DO IT!” coughed Orma, offering no resistance to Aliri’s presence in the Nethermire.

Sickened by the pleasure her brother received, Aliri slammed Orma violently to the ground. He only laughed, devilishly.

She broke free of her magic and returned to the Everlasting Realm.

“Aliri!” Rosnios burst out. “We are forbidden from using the Wayroad to travel to the Nethermire!”

“I care not,” protested Aliri.

“Lovely,” said Orma’s projection. “But I have not come to pleasure myself. Even though Inilizul has lost the capability to control me, I’m sure you can all take a rather good guess as to my purpose here.”

The gods remained silent—Inilizul included.

“Pity…I was sure you were cleverer than that. The day will come. Your very own judgment, Inilizul. The Judgment of Gylranor.”

“Those words shall be your last!” said Rosnios.

“He can certainly try,” said Inilizul.

“I will succeed,” said Orma.

“You forget, brother, that we are gods like you. You’ll have to destroy us first,” said Rosnios.

“An easy task at best,” said Orma airily.

“Don’t be so sure,” Rosnios replied hotly.

“Your quick temper will be your downfall, Rosnios,” said Orma.

Each of Orma’s brothers and sisters knew not what to do. It was fruitless to waste more energy striking at Orma, and they were forbidden to travel the Wayroad to bring him harm. As much as they desired vengeance, only by Inilizul’s command could they traverse the swamps of the Nethermire to confront him. However, the prospect of his siblings entering the Nethermire seemed to appeal to Orma; he even seemed to welcome the challenge.

“Snake,” hissed Uldelthien.

“You, least of all, should not speak, Uldelthien,” said Orma. “A lesser god, created by a Maker who chose several others over you…”

“A title only,” said Inilizul. “But no lesser in creation than yourself, Orma.”

Orma snorted. “And I should believe that?” he asked. “When you decided to create me as a godly power of evil?”

“My reasons have been proclaimed,” said Inilizul. “It was never my intent to create evil, Orma. You were born in high regard, but your path of darkness was of your own doing. I regret that you are forever to dwell in the Nethermire…but you are evil’s Maker.”

“Ha!” spat Orma. “It makes no difference to me! When the time comes, Haraxas will prevail unlike his felled brother. Where one falls, the other shall witness triumph! And triumph it shall be.”

“You are blinded by your malice,” said Azanelon.

“Am I, brother? Am I?” Orma said with a crazed grin. “You hold the power to drown this world and let us godly beings rule as is our right—and yet…and yet you choose to waste your powers on mortals. What a pitiful excuse for a god you are.”

“If the world’s living creatures are drowned, then what remains to be ruled?” snapped Azanelon. With a surge of fury, he pushed away his brothers and sisters and prepared to harness the Wayroad.

“Azanelon, control yourself,” said Inilizul.

“He cannot be allowed to enter this heavenly domain in any form and insult us—insult you—on your very grounds!” Azanelon growled, just about to step into the Wayroad.

Silorus intervened, his vines springing forth to constrict Azanelon, binding him before he could continue.

“Azanelon! Silorus!” thundered Inilizul, his voice echoing with divine fury for the first time. “I will not say it again. It is my word, and my word is what you will obey! Release him. NOW.”

The Maker’s voice shook the chamber, sending a wave of raw power through the halls, much like the tremor when Rosnios had struck Vuhlayn onto the Hold’s floor.

“You will leave,” said Inilizul, his voice now cold and resolute. “And you are never to return to the Everlasting Realm. I hereby strip you of the title of son. You shall not speak my name. I banish you—again—to the Nethermire, where you shall remain for eternity. Your powers will no longer serve you in breaching the Halls of Inilizul.”

Orma glared at the All-Essence, lips curling into a fractured smile. “As…you…wish, parasite,” he said icily. “My return to the Mortal Meld is imminent…”

“Arcanus, heed my call,” said Inilizul.

At once, the great doors of the gathering hall burst open, and the dragon appeared, momentarily startled to see the embodiment of evil within the High Crafter’s sanctum.

Orma vanished.

“You will escort Felnult on your scales to the Gates of the Nethermire,” said Inilizul.

“Yes, High Crafter,” the dragon replied with a solemn nod.

“Felnult, as Dweller of the Depths, I ask that you accompany Arcanus and ensure the Gates remain secure,” Inilizul added.

“As you command,” said Felnult.

The remaining sons and daughters of Inilizul watched in silence, their eyes wary, as Felnult and Arcanus departed.

“His power may be of no use here,” said Inilizul, “but he will become stronger within the Nethermire.”

“Then we must act before he can muster more strength,” said Talrel. “Which is why I’ve called this gathering to order!”

“No,” said Inilizul firmly.

“High Crafter?”

“We cannot interfere with these matters any longer. Talrel, your deed in fending off the Underhounds was grand and showed great prowess. But we must allow the mortal races to deliver their own victory over Haraxas and Orma without our godly intervention.”

“But Maker,” said Talrel, “Haraxas grows more powerful each day—far greater than any Neledar or Dwarf can stand against. I’ve witnessed it firsthand. I’ve fought them. They are relentless. Their numbers grow daily, and it may soon be too much for the Mortal Meld. That is why I seek your approval to interfere. They need help.”

Talrel’s siblings remained silent, careful not to provoke the High Crafter’s temper. Yet Talrel stood undaunted. As the Huntress for nearly twenty-one thousand years, she had watched over and cared for all living things in Gylranor. To witness them being torn apart by evil was a torment she could no longer bear. She must act.

“They were granted the will to fight and defend themselves,” said Inilizul. “The Elves were gifted with long lives, drawn from the Stars themselves. Look at what Da’thanis did to Karxas. The Neledar inherited the strongest of wills. And the Dwarves? Masters of invention and craft. These are the mightiest races. With these gifts, they must find their own way to defeat Haraxas once and for all. All we can do is watch and guide them, silently.”

“You have spoken, and we must obey,” said Aliri, though her gaze lingered on her sister.

Talrel clenched her jaw, feeling the sting of betrayal.

“High Crafter, we must be allowed to give aid!” Talrel pleaded. “The world needs to know that the Pantheon of Gylranor has heard their prayers, that we are doing something to ensure their survival!”

“The Mortal Meld has endured countless wars through the Dawns,” said Rosnios. “What difference will one more make?”

“Are you really this daft?” Talrel roared. “You pride yourself on the Spring of Reveloth. That they are destined to be great machinists and warriors, yet you would stand idle and let them perish?”

Rosnios found neither the thoughts nor the words to offer a valid response.

Talrel turned her fury upon her vine-clad brother.

“And you, Silorus! Will you allow Haraxas and his leeches to raze the beautiful wilderness that stretches across Gylranor? The very same Wild Green that grew when Nindoras was whole? You dwell on Gylranor as I do, for we are the Last Wardens of the World. Act like one!”

The crawling vines surrounding Silorus fell still for the first time since his arrival at the Silver Hold. He too was struck silent by her challenge.

“But sister,” said Uldelthien calmly, “we have attempted to assist the Mortal Meld.”

“If you’re referring to that feeble hurricane you and Azanelon conjured, then I am ashamed if that’s the extent of your aid!”

“Might I remind you,” Uldelthien continued, now clearly insulted, “that Orma managed to divert said hurricane.”

“The hurricane was intended to quash the Netheridic invaders plaguing the Elvic dwelling of Lithos,” added Azanelon, now casually bouncing a ball of water in his palm.

Frustrated by the endless excuses, Talrel turned directly to Inilizul, her eyes deep and brown, burning with desperation.

“All-Essence,” she implored, “I beg you, let us intervene. The darkness that approaches is unlike anything Gylranor has ever faced. I can feel it.”

The floating, cosmic form of Inilizul remained still, quietly contemplating their daughter’s plea, working to maintain the balance of all things.

“Daughter,” said Inilizul at last, “the love you once held for the Neledar Elerol emboldens your need to protect these mortals. I must say, I am impressed.”

“I have love for all Striplings of Gylranor who do not wish to bring it harm,” she said softly.

Another silence fell. The bitterness inside her grew—not from rejection, but from her siblings’ cowardly quietude. Yet she knew: to allow her rage to swell, as it does in Orma or even in Rosnios, would only cloud her judgment.

“You must remain here,” said Inilizul at last. “I have another matter to attend to.”

Though distressed that no answer had been given, Talrel knew she had no choice now but to wait.

The deities returned to their seats at Inilizul’s great table, resuming conversation amongst themselves. Inilizul, meanwhile, dissolved into spectral particles and reappeared beside the fountain. There, a hooded figure awaited him.

Upon seeing the Maker’s radiant form, the figure lowered his head in reverence.

“I know what you bring,” said the Maker.

“They’ve implemented extra enchantments at the entrance,” said the muffled figure.

“Good,” said Inilizul. “They will discover the location in a few months’ time.”

“That is correct. I appeared before their leader and explained that they are no longer safe. The threat they thought vanquished has returned with even greater force. They must be ready.”

“He will reveal himself to his fellowship when the time comes,” said Inilizul.

“I cannot say when,” replied the figure.

“Alas, only I am the keeper of that knowledge, Ruric,” said Inilizul. “When I created you, I knew your presence would leave an impression upon Gylranor. But your time there has long since passed. Now, your descendants must face their greatest threat yet.”

“And if Haraxas retrieves the artifact, what then?” asked Ruric Vilinius, his grey eyes reflecting the Maker’s golden glow.

“Then the entirety of Gylranor must unite as one to defeat what plagues it. I have informed my sons and daughters that their interference in mortal events will not be tolerated. You, however, may serve as an apparition to appear from time to time and counsel your lineage.”

“I understand,” said Ruric the Valued.

“Thank you, Ruric,” said Inilizul.

The hooded figure slowly vanished before the Maker. Moments later, the spectre reappeared in the gathering hall, where the Pantheon waited anxiously for further instruction.

“There is something you wish to tell me, Talrel,” said Inilizul softly.

“I cannot bear to do nothing!” she cried. “The mortal races will suffer greatly before tasting any real victory over Haraxas.”

“We can slow them down, surely,” said Rosnios, atoning for his earlier silence, causing a faint smile to tug at Talrel’s lips. “With shield and hammer, I shall smite the Argoms and Netherids from existence.”

“My vines will crush their throats,” said Silorus.

“And my waters will drown them and sink their ships!” added Azanelon.

“I have considered this carefully,” said Inilizul. “But this is not a war between gods and the Nethermire. The mortals have named it the Second War of the Netherid, and so it shall be. It is their war to fight, not ours. Our presence must remain veiled in the mysticism they hold dear. They must not uncover the truth of us.

“For this reason,” they continued, “Orma has sent his son to do his vile bidding.”

“Anazul, when is there to be a storm on Saluron?”

“In about a mortal month’s time,” responded the god.

“Advance it by fifteen days,” requested Inilizul.

“That is most uncommon, Maker,” said Azanelon bravely. “Orma will suspect my involvement.”

“So be it,” said Inilizul. “He has thwarted you before, but that does not mean you cannot overcome him next time. He has unleashed far worse terrors in his Underhounds than a few drops of rain.”

“I thought we were not to involve ourselves?” asked Talrel, puzzled and deeply saddened.

“You are not,” said Inilizul coolly. “I am. You are all to refrain from aiding the mortal races. But I am the All-Essence, the Maker, the One, the High Crafter—and if I choose to act, I will. The storm’s course has merely been hastened not to drown any Orc, whether innocent or wicked.”

“As you wish,” said Azanelon.

Talrel had the urge to protest, but she knew such defiance would do more harm than good.

“Talrel, shall we conclude this gathering of yours?” asked Inilizul.

She sighed, though she knew the matter was far from over. “Very well,” she said. “This affair is at its end.”

Inilizul watched patiently as the others faded from view. The Maker drifted beyond the Silver Palace, overlooking the Fields of Ysor. A dragon soared overhead. Inilizul floated as a herald of good fortune before a crowd of quiet spirits, who gazed in awe at the opportunity bestowed upon them.

“Welcome, my friends, to the Everlasting Realm. You are here by my invitation alone. You are the chosen souls who lived lives of goodness, kindness, humility, and benevolence. There is no mistake you are in the right place.”

“My lord, Inilizul,” murmured the souls. Slowly, they began to regain the forms they once held on Gylranor.

“I am sorry to have kept you waiting,” said Inilizul. “There have been…disruptions, which I will not burden you with. But know this: you may feel rifts from time to time. What is happening on Gylranor I cannot fully explain. But you will know.”

Inilizul ceased to address the crowd when Blinn appeared.

“Ah, my son. There you are.”

“Forgive me, All-Essence,” said Blinn. “May I have a word in private?”

“You will excuse me, won’t you?” Inilizul asked the crowd.

They looked to one another, unsure how to respond. They had not expected their Maker to be so humble, so polite—as if they were the ones owed gratitude.

“Come, Blinn,” said Inilizul, “let us go to the home of your brother.”

Blinn followed his Maker gracefully as they traversed the vast countryside nestled within the Fields. Rushing rivers, towering trees, lush green vegetation, and quaint white cottages filled the Everlasting Realm. A heavenly, star-filled ether stretched above, unmarred by a single cloud.

Inilizul spoke not a word to their anxious son, choosing instead to bask in the beauty of their creation—though Inilizul’s mind quietly turned over the turmoil unfolding in the other realms.

In the distance, a gleaming tower stood tall at the farthest edge of the Fields, proud and radiant. With every step they took, its glow seemed to intensify.

Before long, without fully realizing how swiftly they had moved, Blinn and Inilizul stood at the foot of the Mundolith.

Then something strange happened—something Blinn had never experienced before.

Voices.

Faint at first, then growing louder.

Gylranor was calling to him.

Save us…

Make it end!

The worst is in our midst.

Maker, hear my call.

“I hear…I hear voices,” he whispered.

“That is what I hear every second,” replied Inilizul. “Do you know why you are hearing them now?”

“I do not,” Blinn confessed.

“They are pleas, cries for help. Most believe I have abandoned them. Little do they know…little do they know; my greatest creation is withered and frail.”

Blinn waited, heart pounding, for his Maker to continue.

“Do you know why Erendor was built, Blinn?”

“You’ve told me, yes.”

“When I am unable to watch over the world, and my connection grows weaker, I chose your brother to take my place,” said Inilizul. “Uldelthien must not think any less of himself. Orma’s words are venom. You must help him see this. Doubt gnaws at him, Blinn. Yet he serves me more faithfully than he realizes. That is why I chose him to dwell atop my spire and watch over Gylranor.”

“I will make sure he knows,” said Blinn.

“As you will,” Inilizul replied.

“But it is not him I worry for,” said Blinn. “There is another…one who may yet walk a darker path.”

“I too have sensed it in Rosnios,” said Inilizul. “However, he is a danger only to himself. Among the many gifts I bestowed upon him, egoism was one. Your brother believes himself closer to me than the rest. He knows I cannot cease to exist. Thus, I pay little mind to his constant displays of what you all perceive as selfishness.”

“He dismantled your throne,” said Blinn. “It’s now but a shadow of the power it once held atop the Rosnian Mountains.”

“You must not begin to question one another,” said Inilizul. “I understand his reasoning. My throne upon those mountains was only temporary, meant for the Beginning, when I first saw my treasured creation come alive.”

“And what of Talrel? I don’t believe she’ll accept today’s outcome willingly.”

“She has a heart of fire and a will of iron,” Inilizul said with calm pride. “Her fierce loyalty has always been her greatest virtue. She will not falter. I will not allow it. Her defense of the mortals against the Underhounds was just…but foolish. She risked exposure. She could have been recognized by those lesser than she. I have instructed her never to breach the Mortal Meld again, but she will. Her memories of that Neledar she once loved are igniting a will far stronger than you can imagine. So be it. Even so, you need not worry for her either, Blinn.

“My Children, in all their glory, reflect me and my ultimate power. They act as they are told. Make no mistake, Blinn: I am not a deity who hungers or thirsts for power. I give you commands that are just, and equal in nature. And of course, should any of you encounter a problem, you are empowered to consult me. I am a merciful deity.”

Inilizul studied the thoughtful expression on Blinn’s face.

“You wonder if Orma, too, is a reflection of me?”

“No, I—”

But it was pointless to deny it. One cannot hide thoughts from the All-Knowing. Inilizul knew all that transpired in the Everlasting Realm.

“Do not feel shame, my son. You have the universal right to question, to wonder about what was and what might have been. To answer your unspoken question: Orma represents a side of me that could never have existed. I do not cast evil in any form. Orma was created in balance, as were you all. My characteristics were distributed equally among my children. As I’ve said before, Orma chose his own path. A path of destruction, of evil, rather than the vigilance I gave him.

“Thus, he possesses something I could not bear. A trait I cannot even perceive. Yes, I created Evil but once I beheld its true nature, I cast it out. Banished it, even from my own understanding. And so, Evil erupted through Orma. They found each other faster than I had envisioned. That…that is the one thing I did not, and could not, foresee.”

“There are times when I do regret having created Evil…”

Blinn was taken aback. Never in his divine existence had he heard the All-Essence speak with such vulnerability.

“You, as the Maker, can destroy this evil,” he said.

“There is no chance of that happening, Blinn,” said Inilizul, gravitating over the miniature Gylranor. “Evil has spread like a disease through all my creations. Some exhibit it more than others. To destroy Evil would mean the very end of Gylranor as we know it—my proudest creation.”

Blinn had neither the courage nor the desire to speak further.

“The world is not ready for another Great Cataclysm, Blinn,” said Inilizul. “At this moment in time, the evil dwelling on Gylranor will not suffocate the world, but it will strive to consume what goodness remains.”

For a few moments, Inilizul and Blinn gazed peacefully upon Gylranor and the vast cosmos surrounding it.

“Come, we must return,” said Inilizul. “They are waiting for us.”

“Oh—High Crafter!”

Uldelthien, surprised to find them both at his tower, greeted them with reverence.

“Uldelthien, we were just leaving,” said Inilizul.

“Felnult sent word from the Timeless Chasm,” said Uldelthien. “Arcanus has stationed Irindil the Custodian as its watcher.”

“A most worthy choice,” said Inilizul, pleased. “Irindil will not be easily overcome.”

Uldelthien bowed to his Maker and swiftly re-entered Erendor.

Shortly after, they returned to where those deemed worthy of entering the Everlasting Realm awaited, looking upon their rightful ruler with awe and anticipation.

“I am pleased to see you all here,” said Inilizul, as though he had never left. “You are to dwell for eternity in this wondrous and most majestic place. Your purpose as mortals has ended. You are now immortal—and you shall serve me as defenders of my Everlasting Realm.

“But be warned: though you reside here, it does not mean you cannot stray from the path of righteousness. Evil and its ways are forbidden in the Everlasting Realm, and you would do well to remember that. Opposite this Realm lies the Nethermire, a place for dark and lost souls…

“Now, go forth and begin anew. Blinn will guide each of you to your living quarters.”

The souls before Inilizul stood in utter wonderment, overjoyed to now be part of the High Crafter’s infinite Everlasting Realm. Blinn stepped forward to lead them, and all listened with deep attention, especially Astronitus Ogthorne.


CHAPTER TWO

The Elkenor

Moon’s Slumber

The small Elvic village of Sha’an readied itself for a snowy, wet winter morning. The villagers prepared their shops, bakeries, eateries, and inns for a new day. Windows and tables were wiped clean of frost and dew. Small Elvic children awoke early with excitement, eager for a playful day, as they were on holiday from their studies. Happiness and peace were the only qualities the little village had ever truly known…

Beyond Sha’an was a hill, and over the hill lay a burial ground, outlined only by a mossy, snow-dusted stone wall no more than four feet high. Within this enclosure stood several grave markers—each one thin at the base, the sides curving upward and outward to form a shape that cradled a floating star in its center.

Within the grounds, several figures stood dressed in mourning, silently and solemnly paying respects to a fallen friend. There was soft sobbing to uncontrollable weeping. But this scene was unusual… Typically, only Elves were buried here. Some villagers, watching from the hilltop, quietly wondered who the deceased might be.

Percivine Ogthorne stood in silence, his expression dark and somber as he looked upon the body of Astronitus Ogthorne, which lay wrapped in crimson linen atop a stone altar.

Sirien Ogthorne, Percivine’s esteemed elder brother, stood beside him, holding him gently, offering the kind of comfort he wished their father could have given.

As Percivine waited for the priestess to arrive, he glanced at the crowd gathered to honor their father. Closest to Astronitus’s body stood Clamantia Clavenhorn, her face shadowed with grief, though she had yet to shed a tear. Her hand was tightly grasped by Dacrid Hart’s. Elnius and Berilia Bash stood quietly across from them. Behind them stood Fernius Phinean, unsure of his place among the mourners. Seleborn rested his head on Irinea Squint’s shoulder, quietly wiping away tears. Cadawen Rooke’s expression was even grimmer than Percivine’s. He had admired Astronitus, perhaps even seen him as a personal champion.

Directly in front of Percivine stood several other familiar faces: Relena Dibble sobbed heavily into a handkerchief, comforted by a young Elvic woman whom Percivine slightly recognized, but who beamed warmly at him. Twy’leden Paros and Vaureth, with the composed dignity of Elves, withheld their sorrow. Viri’el stood motionless, whispering a prayer in the Elvic tongue, eyes closed. Borak and Trobius Stout looked pale and unsteady. Marandir Dibble, having returned briefly, knelt over his dear friend’s body and placed his forehead upon it. Pevarius Garcinius looked skyward, as if sifting through memories of his time with Astronitus. And Nerod Nilius sat in stunned disbelief, hoping desperately this was all just a terrible dream.

“I ’ope I’m no’ late,” said an all-too-familiar voice.

“Dunn!” exclaimed Percivine.

“What are—? How the hell are you—? When did you—?”

“By the migh’ of Etharian, I made excellent progress,” said Dunngarunax Galon, “or so the healers say.”

“He has,” added a vibrant Cosmera Rodriys. “Only moments ago did the healers of Eldrith’s Sanatorium release him into my care.”

“But are you feeling all right?” asked Percivine.

“Couldn’t be better, actually!” said Dunn. “Save for this blasted limp of mine. Some others were no’ so fortunate. Let me let you in on a little secre’ about the Sanatorium: it’s not some darkened facility, but a sanctuary.”

With immense elation, Dunn described Eldrith’s Sanatorium: a mystical haven nestled within the enchanted woodlands of the Realm of Iniac, far to the southeast of Nell beyond the Helin Mountains. The Sanatorium’s furniture was crafted from the wood of colorful trees with barks of purple, teal green, orange, light brown, and red. The sanctuary had no traditional walls, only graceful, lonely arches that marked different areas, all protected by the healers’ magic. It was a serene refuge, designed to soothe the minds of its patients and shield them from the troubles of the outside world.

“Ye seem to be coping well, Percivine,” Dunn continued. “A lot better than I did after Thiurwold’s treachery.”

“There’s an emptiness I feel,” Percivine admitted, “but I think I can manage it.”

“Yer father would no’ want ye to be feelin’ this way.”

“I appreciate that, Dunn,” said Percivine. “It really is good to see you.”

“Ye’ll be ’appy to know I’ve overcome my addiction to the ale.”

“And the viric ash?” Percivine asked pressingly.

“Tha’ was a bit more difficult—”

“But has made a tremendous effort,” Cosmera put in.

Let’s hope so, the voice echoed within him.

“Should you decide to visit Timeworn Antiquities,” Dunn went on, “—and whenever I’m allowed back—I’ll be sure to fetch you the finest water.”

Dunn chuckled, and Percivine, curious at what he saw next, watched as Cosmera guided Dunn to greet the others.

There were several faces Percivine didn’t recognize, but Sirien informed him that many were Heads of Services at the Divination Administration, individuals Merinni had met during her tenure there, who had also come to befriend Astronitus. Among them was Brandugus, the former East Nelyad Company Superintendent who had once allowed them into the Company’s warehouse. He saw the old tavern keeper Zernobus Malebane, and Terrien Waterborn, who appeared deeply miserable. To Percivine’s surprise, Handolan Etwood, Omitay of the Triumvirate, had also come to honor Astronitus.

Close to Dunn, Percivine noticed Dainward Bolle, sneakily and craftily writing on parchment. Percivine’s fury, had it manifested, might have been enough to melt the frost beneath him.

“GET OUT OF HERE!” Percivine shouted, storming toward the Dwarf. He snatched the parchment and tore it to shreds.

“How dare—?” began Bolle, his words cut short as Percivine gripped his collar tightly and forcefully.

Seleborn and Sirien rushed forward, pulling Percivine back before he could do anything worse.

“The words on that parchment will never amount to what a truly great man Astronitus Ogthorne was!” he spat.

“LEAVE!” Sirien commanded Bolle.

Dainward Bolle stuffed what remained of his parchment into his pocket and scurried off, stumbling into the gathered villagers atop the hill.

Percivine took a moment to compose himself. No one seemed to mind his outburst. All they could offer him was pity: a silent, collective sympathy for the young Ogthorne.

“How does Bolle keep finding us?” Percivine asked, his voice strained, nearly spent.

“Don’t worry about him,” Sirien replied gently.

“Do you think he’ll come?” Percivine asked, avoiding a pair of eyes he had silently prayed not to meet.

“I know he will,” said Sirien, looking to their father, silent and still.

Then, three figures approached. Percivine’s heart sank.

She had the audacity to show her face?

There would be no peace today. Not with her here.

Estith Elwerth, Fioriul Prons, and Ignius Malhavius stepped forward. Murmurs rippled through the mourning crowd.

“I’m…so, so sorry for your loss,” said Estith Elwerth, not a flicker of remorse or sadness showing on her face.

Elwerth ignored Percivine and turned to Sirien instead. “Please accept my condolences, Captain Ogthorne,” she said greasily. “He was a…good man. Ah, Omitay Etwood!”

She turned away from them to speak with Etwood, who looked baffled by the informal and odd way she addressed him, especially for someone speaking to the head of government. Fioriul Prons, displaying the same lack of care as Elwerth, happily found a place beside Nerod.

“I’m deeply, terribly sorry for what happened to Astronitus,” whispered Ignius Malhavius. “He was a good man, honestly. Please pay no attention to Elwerth or Fioriul. What you said was right, Percivine.”

Fioriul glared at him from her seat. Ignius lowered his voice to a whisper only Percivine could hear.

“Elwerth now believes the Solemn Hand won’t last long after your father’s death. Long live the Solemn Hand.”

He cleared his throat and resumed a more formal tone. “There is a matter that must be discussed after the burial. I would like to speak with you and Sirien. Bring Seleborn and Faruin if you wish.”

Malhavius walked away.

A kind and gentle Nerod Nilius approached Percivine after the spectacle with Elwerth.

“You were right to condemn her,” he said.

“Why does Fioriul keep looking this way?” Percivine asked.

“Dunno!” said Nerod quickly.

“How are you, Nerod? I haven’t seen or heard much of you lately.”

“I apologize for the scarce communication,” Nerod said humbly. “Things have been rough since Astronitus’ passing. There’s much to do at the Depository. We’re all stricken with grief, and work has become a burden in these times. Bad enough with panicking Dwarves…”

“Panicking Dwarves?”

“That was supposed to be said in my head,” Nerod admitted, embarrassed. “But yes. It’s been several days since a group from the Pathfinders Guild was last seen or heard from. The Dwarves are desperately requesting that the Society send a search party to their last known location, somewhere near Asdell End. I’ll need approval from the main office before we can act. We can hardly spare the bodies right now, but…they were decent folk. Helped Astronitus and me catalog those uncovered Mage tomes some time ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Percivine.

“Don’t be,” said Nerod. “I shouldn’t be troubling you with work at a time like this.”

“No, I greatly appreciate it, Nerod. Dad would too. It helped take my mind off…briefly…where I am right now. Thank you.”

After several long, grieving moments, the priestess—cloaked in robes of starry night and gold—approached them. Her expression was grave and composed, and she barely acknowledged anyone except the two brothers.

“We do not turn away those not of Elf-kind,” said the priestess. “We are deeply apologetic and mortified by the circumstances of his passing. I am Entil’wen, Priestess to the Stars. Please accept this on behalf of the Triumvirate, myself, and the rest of the Elvic people.”

Entil’wen handed each brother a small Elvic talisman shaped like a radiant star. Etched into the talisman were markings in ancient Elvic, unfamiliar to both Percivine and Sirien.

“It’s an Elkenor,” Entil’wen explained. “When an Elf is severed from life, their body releases the aura of their soul, unless they are a Fenemerys, in which case their entire being fades into the Stars. Their very soul is taken to the realm of the Star Urol, the All-Essence. As part of our burial rites, we capture a fragment of their soul essence and embed it in one of these talismans. Though your father was not Elvic, we managed to extract a small portion of his soul. It has been placed within this token, so he may watch over you, wherever you go.”

“What do the markings mean?” asked Percivine, holding the Elkenor in a way that caused it to glow with a pure, star-white light.

“It means ‘Everlasting’ in Elvic,” said Entil’wen. “Your father’s soul and memory are everlasting, there is no end to them. Only you can carry on the loving memory of your father. Now, we shall begin.”

All conversation ceased as Entil’wen stepped behind Astronitus’s body. Handolan Etwood made his way to stand beside her. Those who had no seat slowly gathered behind, while Percivine and Sirien stood at the head, their eyes lowered in mourning.

Entil’wen spoke:

“Family, friends, and to all who ever came to know Astronitus Ogthorne, we are gathered on this sorrowful occasion to bear witness to his final resting place. The life essence by which Mr. Ogthorne lived will now carry itself to the Stars above. I have been granted the honor of welcoming this outsider to rest among us Elves. By the natural grace of the Triumvirate, bestowed by the Stars, the Realm of Urol has inherited his soul.”

“Astronitus was a devoted husband and father, a friend with open arms, and an extraordinary archaeologist. But it is not what one does that defines them; it is what lies within their essence that shapes who they truly are.

“Now, at this moment, the Omitay and I invite his sons to come forth and honor the legacy of a father lost too soon. Please, step forward.”

There had never been a time when Percivine had seen his brother look so despondent. Sirien’s eyes were sunken, circled with dark rings, and his skin had grown pale. He had never been one to show emotion easily, but today, grief weighed down his every breath.

“I…I want to thank all of you for coming,” he said, his voice low and strained. “I know my father would have appreciated this deeply. It’s hard to know where to begin… He had so much to give… He—” Sirien’s voice broke, and tears welled in his eyes. “Forgive me. I never imagined standing here, speaking about my father in the past tense.”

He paused, collecting himself. “He was still young…a man full of ambition and perseverance. The greatest father—and the greatest archaeologist—the world has ever known. He was a good man. A friend to many. A shoulder to lean on when one was needed… I’m so—so sorry, dad. I wish…I wish I could have been there to slay that vile maggot where he stood! But I vow your death will be avenged. I swear it!”

His voice softened. “Rest comfortably, Astronitus Ogthorne, for now you are under Inilizul’s protection…”

Sirien returned to stand beside Percivine, struggling to hold back his tears. Then the priestess invited Percivine to speak a few words for his fallen father.

Percivine felt his heart race. He was more nervous now than he imagined Sirien had been. All eyes turned to him, expecting something as powerful and heartfelt as his brother’s speech. He inhaled shakily and surveyed the crowd, but then he froze.

Among the mourners stood the one person Percivine had hoped to see: Faruin Abrandil, in all his quiet nobility, watching with a sorrowful gaze. Seeing him there, remorseful and present, was almost too much. Percivine nearly stumbled, overwhelmed by the emotions swelling in his chest. But one look from Faruin—just one—was enough. No apology was needed. That glance spoke volumes, and in that moment, forgiveness passed between them.

“The evening I saw him…lying there…I knew I had to do everything in my power to keep him alive. I never imagined I’d be the one to witness his death… Why did you have to die? Why? There’s still so much I need to learn…so much you never got the chance to tell me…”

His voice trembled, but a faint smile touched his lips.

“But I’m happy… Happy that you and mum will finally be together again. I know how long you’ve waited for that moment. And now…now it’s here. You’re a step closer to that eternal paradise we all dream of. I know you’re there, somewhere…waiting for us.”

He placed a hand over his heart.

“You’ll always be with me…in my heart…in my memories. Now go, father. Go and find peace.”

Entil’wen stepped forward. “At this time,” she said, “I would like to invite everyone to come forth and honor Astronitus and his sons by offering their respects.”

One by one, the crowd stepped forward to offer condolences to Percivine and Sirien, each expressing sorrow for the loss of their father.

“That old windbag…” said Cosmera Rodriys heavily as she embraced Percivine. “It’s just like him to disappear when he’s at the end of the joke…”

“I’m sorry, lads,” said Marandir Dibble, his gaze fixed on the body. “I’m going to miss your father deeply. He was the only true friend I ever had…”

“My cousin will suffer for this,” muttered Dunngarunax Galon, his voice low with restrained fury.

“I remember him…always stopping by my tavern right after visiting Clamantia,” said Zernobus Malebane. “Always cheerful, chatting about his Mage studies… Such an intriguing mind.”

“I wish my foresight could have predicted this,” said Viri’el solemnly. “Words cannot truly express this loss. Nothing I say will ease the pain. But know that I am here for you both. My deepest condolences.”

“I’m going to miss Astronitus so—so much!” cried a beautiful woman with green eyes, suddenly lunging forward to hug Percivine tightly.

“T-thanks,” said Percivine, caught off guard. “We have met at some point, right?”

“Don’t you remember me, Percivine?”

He shook his head, confused.

“It’s me—Averwyn! Averwyn Dibble!”

“Oh! Averwyn, it’s been years!” said Sirien, stepping forward with a soft smile. “Good to see you. Thanks for coming.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it,” said Averwyn. “Astronitus treated me like his own daughter. If there’s anything I can do, please don’t hesitate to let me know.”

“You’re too kind,” replied Sirien.

Averwyn brushed a strand of brown hair behind her ear and offered a reassuring smile. “I’ve just returned from my travels in Ni’shorus,” she said. “I hope I’ll be seeing a lot more of you, Percivine…and you as well, Sirien.”

“Of course,” said Sirien.

The memories of Averwyn were rushing back now. Percivine could hardly believe how much she had grown. The last memory he had of her was from their childhood, staying together in the Dibble household. His thoughts were quickly interrupted when the next mourner approached—Faruin.

Sirien gave Faruin a long embrace and warmly thanked him for being there to honor their father.

Percivine pressed his lips together.

“I’ll miss him dearly,” said Faruin. “I still can’t believe he’s gone… I’ll never abandon what I’ve pledged myself to…”

“Thank you, Faruin,” Sirien replied.

Faruin stepped away from Sirien and turned to face his close friend.

“Where were you, Faruin?” Percivine asked, sobbing. “We needed you… I needed you…”

“I know! I know!” said Faruin, his voice breaking. Words couldn’t express the remorse he carried, and without another moment’s hesitation, he threw his arms around Percivine. They hugged tightly, their old friendship rekindling in the shared grief.

“You must never think I would desert you—or Seleborn.”

“That’s what it felt like,” said Percivine, while the voice in his mind cried, Apologize to him! “I’m sorry for what I said. I wasn’t thinking.”

“All’s well,” said Faruin, noticing Entil’wen preparing to speak again. “Before I go back, just know I never stopped helping while I was away. Sirien knows.”

“He’s right, brother,” said Sirien. “Faruin’s the one who gave me the dispatches Andogard uncovered before we entered Thessegon. He also told me about Viri’el’s vision regarding the attack on Lithos. Without his help, I doubt we could have swayed the Congress.”

“That was you? I thought maybe dad had handed those to Sirien…”

Percivine now saw the sincerity in Faruin’s eyes. To think he had believed Faruin hadn’t given a ragol’s damn… All this time, he’d been helping Sirien, passing on intelligence to present to the Congress, helping expose Ertamius Baine’s failures.

“Will you ever find the kindness to forgive me?”

“You know I will, arsehole!”

Entil’wen addressed the gathering once more. “Now, we proceed with the proper burial of Astronitus Ogthorne.”

They walked a few solemn steps beyond the altar where Astronitus lay. A grave had been dug and there, at last, would be Astronitus’s final resting place.

“As is Neledarian tradition,” said Entil’wen, “we have taken the liberty of adding a light layer of oil refined from the milkdrop plant.”

Handolan Etwood stepped forward to oversee the body. He began to chant in the Elvic language, and Astronitus began to rise into the air. The weeping of the crowd grew louder, especially from Cosmera Rodriys and Dunn. Percivine and Sirien fell to their knees as their father’s body began to descend.

The body slowly lowered into the burial plot… More milkdrop oil was poured over him. Dirt and stones were cast from all sides until the crimson-covered body was no longer visible.

At last, Astronitus Ogthorne lay at peace.

After the ceremony, Handolan personally offered his condolences to Percivine, who thanked him kindly. Then, Handolan turned his attention to Faruin, who, by this point, behaved as if Handolan didn’t exist.

“Faruin,” said Handolan.

“Handolan,” Faruin replied curtly.

“Aristandrya and Vi’rien wished they could be here,” Handolan said. “Aristandrya is surveying the damage at Lithos without being detected by the enemy, and Vi’rien is tied up with the Dwarves.”

“Don’t see why you’re telling me this,” Faruin said, tone sharp.

“Well…I’m glad you’re doing fine, Faruin. Mr. Ogthorne—”

“Is there anything else?”

“What’s the matter with you?” growled Percivine. “That’s incredibly boorish.”

“I don’t care,” said Faruin, and walked away.

“Omitay, please forgive his hostility.”

“Please call me ‘Handolan.’ And it is I who should be apologizing to you.”

“Apologize? To me?”

What a strange turn of events, Percivine thought. It wasn’t often that someone of such high standing offered him an apology.

“That decree for your arrest I issued…” Handolan began. “I’m sorry for the stress it caused. I had learned you three were to meet Twy’leden at the Temple of the Stars, and I knew that if the others of the Triumvirate discovered Faruin’s presence, there would be no mercy. I needed to divert attention from him.”

“It was a distraction?”

“More like a decoy. Still, shameful in how it played out. Aristandrya and Vi’rien are no fools—they knew of Faruin’s ties to my brother. I had to show them I held no favoritism toward Faruin, and that I wouldn’t interfere with Elvic judicial processes. But I did interfere. All Unin’shai had been put on alert about you, and though it was poorly conceived, it succeeded. No one suspected Faruin had returned.”

“He was saved,” said Percivine, sensing Faruin glaring at them with a fiery gaze. “I’ll give you that.”

“I needed to know he was safe. That no danger followed him until he could receive the fair trial, the one they denied him upon his exile.”

“That’s why you’ve been in my home, even long before I




















OPS/images/symbol.jpg





OPS/cover.jpg
ASIONY UF GYLERANGK

JHE CONJURERS

—  —

HE Rﬂf






OPS/images/title_page.jpg
A Story of
Gylranor:

The Conjurer's Heart

J. G. Velez 11





OPS/images/map.jpg





