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      My grandfather has not been alive for some time now, but there isn’t a day that goes by that I do not feel his influence on my life. He was always a source of wisdom and encouragement, and he was never afraid to let you know when you could improve. He was famous in our family for the Seven P’s: Proper Prior Planning Prevents Piss Poor Performance—a saying that I have inflicted on my own family numerous times. I’d like to think that he’d say I used the Seven P’s in this book.

      

      Pops, this book is dedicated to you. Thank you for all that you did for me.
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      Valfric's owl moved closer to the city of Hroldenfell. He’d expected it to be intercepted by one of the Lysandrian Essaerites, but it hadn't been. There were birds in the sky, but he suspected that they were real ones and not Essaeris. It was mostly ravens and crows and other scavengers, but many had gone to roost for the evening, though Hroldenfell glowed with light.

      After the initial surprise and horror of seeing the city's wall come down and watching the Lysandrian soldiers stream inside, slaughtering the people he’d grown up with, Valfric had moved into a calm anger and resentment. It reminded him of stories he'd heard as a child, from when his people had sacked and razed towns and cities; except this time, it was his people it was happening to. He wondered if it looked the same now as it would have back when his people were strong and were doing something like this to someone else.

      He suspected that the razing of a city looked very similar, regardless of the army that was doing the razing. The owl moved closer and dropped down in the sky, able to make out figures as they scurried or moved below.

      The initial chaos of the battle had subsided somewhat. There still seemed to be pockets of resistance inside the city, but they were dwindling. Each pocket was slowly losing to Lysandrian forces, and Valfric had watched a handful of Essaerites move around the city, helping to crack fortifications in the few remaining buildings that hadn't been taken yet.

      Much of the city was burning or had already burned to the ground. Hroldenfell hadn't had many stone buildings prior to this and had been mostly a composition of wooden structures and tents. That was gone now, and he knew it would never come back.

      As the owl neared the ground, he was able to see the countless forms of the dead. It was a collection of men, women, and children. Both free and slave were slain, and he suspected that if the owl could smell, its nostrils would be filled with the stench of burning flesh. As it was, the owl could not smell, and he didn't feel any inclination to change that.

      He was feeling numb as the owl continued to circle the city, as he made an assessment. He'd assumed that everyone would be killed, but they hadn't been. Many of the people were left alive. He had seen plenty of the things that he'd expected to see when a city was taken. There had been the pillaging, killing, torment, and rape that he'd expected to happen, but not quite to the extent he would have thought. Now, many of the living residents of the city were being put into groups, watched over closely by the Lysandrians.

      Also, he could see processions of soldiers going into the buildings that weren't ablaze, pulling out belongings and piling them up under the direction of other soldiers. It was an odd sort of thing to see. Valfric had taken part in many things just like this. He'd helped take settlements and caravans. There was always the divvying up of spoils. Some of those spoils would be property of some sort—gold or silver or trinkets, livestock, and of course, the living, which were some of the most valuable.

      But he had never seen it done in such a calm and orderly fashion. The soldiers moved, following orders from their leaders, gathering whatever they were to gather and then bringing it to wherever they were told to take it. It was like they were doing normal work. After all, this was a job for them, which Valfric supposed he couldn't quite fault them for, as it had always been a job and a trade for him as well.

      It was just jarring seeing somebody else do it, and he had to admit, doing it better.

      The groups of people inside the city also seemed to have an order to them. None of the groups were too large or too small; they seemed to be just the right size for a group of soldiers to manage. And it appeared that the legions were only keeping those that were able-bodied or young. The rest were dead.

      Some of the newly captured people of the city were being made to carry the dead and pile them up to burn. Again, the order to it was horrifying and awe-inspiring at the same time. In all his time raiding, Valfric had never thought of the dead; they lay where they were slain, they were no different than anything else that didn’t have value.

      Some of the groups had been brought out of the city already and were in or around some of the Lysandrian camps. It was while inspecting one of these groups that he saw it. On occasion, a handful of people would slip away and dart into the woods. Sometimes the soldiers would follow them, but surprisingly often, they didn't. Instead, the soldiers kept their focus on the larger groups of people. There had also been a smattering of horses and groups that had made it out of the city right after its fall. Some of those had died on the Lysandrian counter-fortifications, but a handful had made it through, though the number was small.

      He pulled his mind from that of the owl and looked over at his friends. They all looked tense. They hadn't seen what Valfric had seen, but they had heard him describe what was going on, and he could see curiosity and concern in all of their eyes.

      He caught the hint of fear in Ilara's face from time to time, but it seemed to be mild. Aelric was looking at him with a hard expression.

      "What are the bastards doing?" he asked.

      Valfric shook his head slowly. "They're gathering the spoils," he said, though his tone was monotone.

      "And?" Aelric asked. "What's wrong?"

      Valfric sighed. "Nothing. It's just… we've always been the ones doing this, you know," he said. Thraindel looked at the ground and nodded, and he saw Ilara's expression tighten. Aelric's face looked resigned.

      "I see," Aelric said, and Valfric could hear the sorrow in his voice.

      Valfric spoke in a rush, "But they're not like us. There's a kind of order to it," he said, unsure of how to explain what he was seeing. "They haven't killed as many as I thought, but the night is young, and there's still a handful of places inside the city that seem to be holding out.”

      Ilara looked up at him. "Do you think they'll make it? Through the night at least?"

      Valfric shook his head. "No, I suspect they'll fall within the next hour or so. However, there have been some people that have escaped.”

      This seemed to perk Thraindel up. "People have escaped?" he said, and Valfric could hear the tell-tale sign of excitement and optimism in his friend's voice.

      "Yes," Valfric said. "It appears that several have made it out. Not large groups, mind you, but some have. Some of them left right when the city fell, but there have been a few that have been in groups that the Lysandrians have taken back to their camps. I've seen a handful slip into the woods here and there. Some of them look hurt," he pointed out.

      "And the Lysandrians?" Aelric asked.

      Valfric shook his head. "They've gone after a few, but not as many as I would have thought. I can't think of why that would be."

      Aelric looked thoughtful, but it was Ilara who answered. "Why would they need to? They've taken the city. They have the entire area. So what if a few new slaves get away?” she said, and he could hear coolness in her voice. "It's not that they don't want everybody. It's just… well, think about how many times we've left a stray animal or cart or something behind," she said.

      She was right. They had done that on many occasions. When they raided a settlement, there would always be a handful of items that they missed, and they'd never cared. Why would the Lysandrians be any different? Who cared about a handful of people that would probably die over the next few days or would be collected eventually?

      And that was the other side of it, wasn't it? That they would be collected eventually. Valfric knew all too well that there were many Lysandrian patrols in the area. People would need to move fast to get a safe distance away from Hroldenfell. But even then, where would they go? What would they do? They had nothing to bring with them. No food, no clothing, no supplies. Nothing. And he realized that's why the Lysandrians didn't care. Because many of those who left would come stumbling back towards the city at some point out of desperation, or they would simply die. And for those that didn't, they didn't matter. There were too few of them for it to matter to the Lysandrians.

      But to Valfric, it might be different.

      "We should help them," he said.

      "We should help them?” Aelric repeated.

      Valfric shook his head. "Yes, we should. They are our people. We should help them. We can help them get clear of the area. And we're going to need everyone we can if we're going to be able to resist the Lysandrians in the future.”

      This last part seemed to resonate with Thraindel, whose eyes hardened. He stood. "Valfric's right. We're going to need every man and woman we can to resist these people.”

      For her part, Ilara looked unconvinced, but she nodded. "Very well. I suppose we will need everyone."

      She looked over at Aelric, who just shrugged. "Fine. I'm in," he said.

      Breaking camp was relatively easy, as they hadn't set up much of a camp to begin with. With as many Lysandrians as there were in the area, Valfric and all the others had been hesitant to have too defined a presence. It had meant little to no fires or tents, with them spending the night sleeping on the ground covered by blankets or makeshift tents that Valfric would use Essaeris to create if it looked like the weather was going to be poor. It wasn't the worst that they'd ever had, and Valfric remembered many times when they had slept directly on the hard dirt of the forest floor when they had been younger and first cutting their teeth. Still, it wasn't exactly an enjoyable experience either.

      Once they were done with camp, Valfric felt the Essaeris inside of himself. They were going to need more scouts if they were to do this, to watch for Lysandrians and also to find the people that needed help. The problem was going to be what kind of Essaerites to create and how many.

      After pausing for a moment, Ilara said, "What's wrong?"

      He opened his eyes, looking at his friends. He never asked them for help or suggestions when creating Essaerites, but now he realized that he was a bit out of his depth. He could create Essaerites that were weapons and all sorts of things—but what to create for a situation like this?

      He didn't know.

      His initial gut reaction was to create as many wolves as he could. They had exceptional hearing, eyes, and senses of smell, which would help them find people. However, Valfric could only create four or maybe five of them, and that would mean that he wouldn't be able to use his Essaeris to create anything else.

      Most of the people they had seen had been on foot. Those on horseback were getting a good distance away from the city, and while Valfric and his party had a handful of extra horses with them, he knew they wouldn't be able to take many. Should he create Essaerites that would be able to carry people?

      He answered Ilara's question, "I don't know what to create," he said.

      She cocked an eyebrow, and he saw her somber mood break for almost a moment. "Really?"

      "Really," he said.

      Thraindel laughed and looked to Aelric. "Our time has come to an end, my friend.”

      Aelric snorted, and Valfric glared at him. "What?"

      Ilara was the one who answered. "Don't you know, Valfric? It is the end of the world," she said, in all seriousness.

      Valfric gave her a flat look. And she went on, “It is. You don't know everything. You don't know what to create. Oh, it's one of the signs. The gods have spoken of this day," she said.

      She looked at Thraindel, who nodded solemnly. "Yes. Yes. Once Valfric does not know everything, or admits that he does not know everything, the world must surely come to an end.”

      To Valfric's annoyance and amusement, Aelric decided to play along with it. "I do think I heard this tale as a child," he said. “Soon we shall be in Ulfgara’s halls!”

      He felt tension rolling off of him.

      "Fuck you all," Valfric said.

      "Is there time for that?" Ilara asked. "I mean, I guess we have a few seconds probably, before the world ends. That should be enough time for you, shouldn't it be?"

      Thraindel laughed, and Aelric chuckled. Valfric just shook his head.

      "Fuck all of you. But honestly, I'm not sure what to create," he said.

      They all got serious.

      "Well," Aelric said, "Normally you would create wolves, but why don't you want to do that this time?"

      "I could," Valfric said. "They're great for scouting, and we might need them for defense. But they also take a lot of Essaeris. And it might not give us the ability to find as many people or to see threats as far away.”

      "I take it the birds you usually use won't work," Ilara said, her tone back to business.

      "They could, but the forest is thick here. I like the idea of something on the ground. I'll still keep a few hawks and owls in the air, but I don't know," Valfric said, unsure, for one of the first times in his life.

      "What other small animals could you create that would be able to help us out?" Thraindel asked. "The only thing I could think of would be hares or rats or something like that, but I don't think they'd be able to move fast enough to cover any ground.”

      Valfric sat on a large rock on the edge of their camp.

      "Yeah, I could do that, but you're right. They wouldn't be able to move very quickly," he said.

      Ilara was looking down at the ground, deep in thought.

      "Don't know that I've ever seen you think this hard before, Ilara," Aelric said.

      She smirked. "Well, at the risk of sounding like I'm quoting Valfric, fuck off," she said.

      "How small can you make the wolves?” she asked. "I've seen you make little puppies and dogs before.”

      Valfric perked up. "I can; they take a whole lot less Essaeris. I could create some smaller Essaerites that are like wolves, but closer to the size of a dog, maybe almost like a fox.”

      As he thought about it, the more he liked the idea.

      "How many of them can you create?" she asked.

      This brought him up short. Valfric could create a lot of little animals. The problem would be creating ones that were advanced enough to do what he wanted them to do. He grimaced.

      "If I want them to be smart enough to do what we want," he said, "maybe six or seven. In a few hours, I might be able to create up to eight."

      As he said it, he could see it in their faces. For the first time, he could see it. There wasn't surprise so much; they all had a pretty decent idea of his abilities, but was it disappointment he detected?

      They'd all come to appreciate how powerful some of the more experienced and older Essaerists were. That wasn't Valfric. They knew this. He was a young man. He wasn't some old man who was more of a walking skeleton than a person. But they'd also seen more. They'd seen Lysandrian Essaerists that had to be relatively close to their age. And the Wulfharboira girl they'd battled had appeared younger than Valfric. She was a Gwenthari just like him, but her Essaerites had been so advanced and powerful. The others had seen it, but they hadn't truly appreciated the way he had. Her large cats had torn through his Essaerites, and she had three of them, and still had enough Essaeris left over to create some kind of suit for herself—something he hadn't really seen or heard of before, at least hadn't heard of in someone as young as she was.

      Normally, he would have been able to chalk it up to saying that she was exceptionally advanced or powerful in some way, but he knew better now. She wasn't more powerful than he was, necessarily. She was just better. She didn't appear to be as good as the Lysandrian Essaerists, but Valfric wondered if that would change in time, if they were training her and teaching her to be just like them, because while he hated to admit it, they were better than he was, by a lot, and he knew the others were thinking the same thing.

      There was an awkward silence that was starting to fill the space. None of them wanted to say it. They still respected Valfric, he suspected, and they knew that he was more powerful than they were, to be sure. But the days of Valfric being the strongest, most powerful bully there was, were clearly at an end, and they had never really been a thing to begin with. They'd just been lucky that they hadn't come up against somebody who was stronger from the word go.

      He felt shame. These people depended on him. They followed him. He was their leader. They put their lives in his hands, and in a way, he felt like he had let them down. He tried to shake the feeling. He wouldn't show weakness. He wouldn't show them that he was feeling ashamed. That's not what a warrior did. A warrior was always strong, was always confident, was always ready for the next fight.

      "I'll start with six," he said, "then, energy permitting, I will create more, but I also need to leave a lot of my power in reserve," he lied. "To make sure that if we run into any problems with the Lysandrians, I'll have something.”

      This seemed to track with the rest of them, and their looks of concern melted away. After all, it made sense, didn't it? Why would Valfric put all of his power into these things that were going to be searching for something when they might need his abilities if they got attacked? He needed that confidence, and so did they. It was the same confidence that they had whenever they raided—the confidence that they could do things that others couldn't because they had Valfric with them. Tonight would be no different.

      "Give me a bit,” he said.

      Valfric closed his eyes and breathed in and out, feeling his Essaeris build and swell. As it bubbled up to the surface, he felt it rush out of him. Next to him, a wolf, slightly larger than a fox, came into existence. Valfric opened his eyes and looked down at it. It was good enough. He had used these before to keep their settlement safe from small predators. It had been years since he had used these types of Essaerites, but in the early days, they were the best that he could muster.

      Even though it had been years, he felt a small sense of nostalgia as he looked at the Essaerite. Its eyes were not as good as the ones that he created now. He could alter them, but he wasn't sure that that was strictly necessary. The ears were still good, and the nose was excellent. Being an Essaerite with a strong sense of scent was one of the first things that he had mastered, finding that it was useful with body types like wolves and other dogs. When he was young, he had taken the corpses of wolves, dogs, foxes, and coyotes and used his Essaeris to feel them out, to learn how they worked, to sense them, and to recreate them. He thought himself a genius at the time, but he had learned years ago that this was how most Essaerists learned—that you mimicked the things that were around you.

      And while the eyes were good enough, he decided to make some small tweaks to them. He replaced the eyes with something similar to what he used now that had much better vision at night, and he suspected that they were going to need it. He created a few more of them, feeling his Essaeris take a hit, but it wasn't completely depleted. If there was a benefit to using Essaerites that he had created before, it was that they took less energy from him, and they were something that his mind and power remembered, each one becoming a little bit easier to create. In a way, he almost kicked himself for not having used them and refining them over the years.

      They weren't going to be effective in combat. Any man could take them out. But he thought back to all the times that they would have been handy when looking for trouble or looking for targets.

      "They're not as cute as the puppies you create," Ilara said.

      He smiled. Valfric was exceptionally good at creating puppies. He had found them to be one of the most useful diversions there was. Unfortunately, a puppy was too small to really do anything useful now.

      She knelt down in front of one and scratched its ears.

      "Do you want me to have it hump your leg?" Valfric asked.

      She looked up at him. "Could you?" she asked, animated. "I bet if I close my eyes, I won't be able to tell the difference between you and it.”

      He heard a snicker from Aelric and a laugh from Thraindel. He smiled.

      "Fuck you," Valfric said.

      But she looked at it more critically, and then Aelric said, "This actually could be useful for us in other ways."

      "How so?" Valfric asked.

      “Almost none of those people have anything with them, which means no food either." He said, "And I'm sure the Lysandrians have cleared most of the large game out of the area, but smaller game?"

      Valfric nodded. "I hadn't thought of that," he said.

      They'd used his wolves plenty to find hares or other small game in an area in order to feed themselves, but they were almost overkill. They were too strong, too powerful. Not that that was necessarily a problem, but Valfric would need to find a lot of small animals in order to feed people over the next few days. More than the four or five wolves he could create probably could find.

      But with a small team of smaller animals like the ones he had now, they might be in luck. He felt better about what they were doing.

      "You're right," he said. "Alright, let's do this.”
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        * * *

      

      Valfric felt exhausted as he brought the last few people into camp. The sun was starting to rise on the horizon, and he wondered how long it had been since he'd last slept—or since he'd last had a good night's sleep anyway. Those had been hard to come by as of late.

      He looked around their camp. Ilara, Thraindel, and Aelric were back. With them was a group of people. Some of them were laying on the ground trying to sleep. Others sat against trees alone. A few cried. Others were hurt. But all of them had the same look of dejection or surprise on their faces.

      He'd been disappointed with the number of people they had been able to find. He thought they would have been able to find many, but it appeared most had scattered, going in any direction they could. And now that it was light out, or getting to be light out, he knew the Lysandrians would start searching the area.

      And while he wanted to sleep, he knew they had to move. He called out to the people.

      "I know you're all tired," he said. The gathered people looked over at him. "But we need to move. The Lysandrians will be coming soon.”

      One woman looked at him and spoke, her voice tired and scared, "You're an Essaerist, can't you protect us?"

      He grimaced, feeling a sense of shame come back.

      "From some, yes, but not from everything. And the Essaerites that I had to create to find all of you are not strong. They're meant to find things. And I don't think it's wise for me to test myself against four legions," he said.

      A few people nodded numbly. The foolishness of standing against four legions was not lost on them.

      He put the handful of children they had, along with some of the food, on the horses, and the group began to move out, heading north, away from Hroldenfell.

      As they walked, the sun rose above them, turning into what would normally have been a pleasant day. But Valfric wasn't feeling anything pleasant. He was feeling exhausted. Everyone knew this was just the beginning. They would need to find food and shelter and everything else, and they'd have to keep on moving, because sooner or later, the Lysandrians would too.

      Ilara came up next to him. She had done so well over the evening, just as she always had, but he could see a slight tension in her eyes.

      "Tired?" he asked.

      She glanced over at him and shrugged. "I suppose, but I don't really feel it. I feel pretty awake, actually. You?"

      "I'm exhausted," he said, "but a lot of that's probably from the pull on my Essaeris."

      She looked over at him and then back forward again, as if trying to think of what to say.

      "Ilara, what is it?" he asked.

      She huffed. "Nothing. Just..." She paused. "Nothing is all. Just thinking about these people, I guess."

      "I can understand that," he said.

      She looked over at him.

      "But can we?" she said. "Can we really understand?" Her voice was low. "After all, we may not have been the ones who had done this to them, but..."

      "None of this is our fault," he said, feeling a sense of defiance.

      She waved her hand in dismissal. "I know that.” She looked at the people. "But we've been the ones to cause this before, haven't we?"

      "That was different," Valfric said. Though part of him knew he was wrong.

      She looked at him in disbelief. "Was it?" Before he could answer, she shook her head. "I'm sorry. I don't know what I'm saying. I guess maybe I'm more tired than I thought.”

      He brushed the conversation aside in his mind and wrapped his arm around her shoulders as they walked. "I think we all are, but we'll make camp soon, and we'll get some shut-eye. And those cute little Essaerites of mine should find us some dinner.”

      She smiled. "I suppose that works. I suppose they are kind of cute.”

      "You told me they were cute earlier," he said.

      "I don't remember saying that," Ilara said.

      He laughed. "Of course, you didn't," he said, and he continued walking along.
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      Bergthral looked out at the vast openness before him. The warm sun shone on his face, heating his chest and shoulders. He breathed in deeply through his nose, taking in the scent of the sea before him.

      He stood atop a small cliff that overlooked the ocean. The horizon was open and seemed to stretch on forever, but he knew that just past it lay Eirfrosti. In the air above the water, he could see all manner of birds circling around, searching for fish.

      Below him, the surf crashed against the rocks of the cliff face. Behind him was the forest. His eyes scanned the horizon for anything noteworthy—not threats, just anything of interest. He thought he caught a small glimpse of a fishing boat off in the distance, but it was hard to tell.

      As he watched the waves, he felt himself relax and calm. He enjoyed starting his day this way, standing on the cliff all by himself, taking in the sea and the sounds around him. It had a meditative effect that he found to be centering and useful for the day.

      Next to him was a giant Essaerite that roughly resembled a bear. The current version of it wasn't as large as what he could create, but it was what he normally had around. That wasn’t to say it was small; the creature could rip someone limb from limb if need be, and it was menacing to most. Its legs were slightly thicker and more muscular than those of a regular bear, and its neck was just a little bit longer. The jaws were wider and deeper, with the inside being metal.

      If you saw it at night as just a silhouette, you might think it was a bear. But during the day, you only noticed the resemblance in shape and silhouette alone. It was very obviously anything but an animal.

      It had larger ears than regular bears, and those ears were presently swiveling around, listening for anything they could. Its eyes were comparable to Bergthral's, but its nose was far superior to any human's.

      Above the nose and along the forehead was metal. It didn't have fur; instead, it was covered in overlapping scales that resembled armor. They were made from a material that Eirfrosti Essaerists had developed—a cross between ceramics and metal. It was extremely light and very hard-wearing.

      Each scale was roughly the size of a man's thumbnail and matte black. Along the edges of each scale was the deepest of blues. Atop the animal's shoulders, he had a rough shape of a saddle in case he wanted to sit on it, though he didn't prefer traveling long distances on the Essaerite. Its gait was a little too rough, in Bergthral's opinion. The paws were larger than those of a regular bear and had more dexterity. The claws were retractable, similar to a cat's, and he could change them to whatever he wanted. Typically, they were about six inches long and made of sharp black metal.

      It was incredibly powerful and intimidating, and he always had it around. This had been one of the lessons he learned from his wife, Hildrana, so many years ago. She was an Essaerist as well. Except whereas he was from Valfarans, she was Eirfrosti, and with her came all the knowledge of her people. The Eirfrosti were Gwenthari, but they weren't like the Wulfharborias, Valfarans, or Ulfgarath. They were their own kind of people, and in many ways, Bergthral thought they were far more advanced than other Gwenthari.

      One of those areas of advancement was in Essaeris. His wife had apprenticed under a master Essaerist when she was growing up, and she would have had an apprentice too, had she not chosen to marry Bergthral and move away from Eirfrosti. She hadn't shared all of her knowledge with him, as they were sacred guarded secrets for the Eirfrosti, but he knew enough that he might as well have been an Eirfrosti Essaerist. The Essaerite next to him was a testament to that. For the Eirfrosti, Essaerites needed to be special. They needed to be advanced, and they needed to be worked on. They tended to be kept around if it was an Essaerite that was used regularly.

      With each day the bear was around, it required a little less Essaeris. There were limits, of course, but it also made it easier to create and maintain. Most Eirfrosti Essaerists had some type of Essaerite like the bear that was always with them. It was a very effective form of protection, and their appearances made a statement, which was also common among the Eirfrosti. But the bear was far more than a blunt instrument that could kill. It was strong and could carry things. It could also be harnessed to pull a cart or plow through a field. In this, Essaerites also had to be multi-purposed. They had to be a benefit and an aid, not just an art piece or weapon.

      He turned and walked down a small path that led to a narrow beach, where a stream ran from the forest into the ocean. A few boats were lined up far back from the water's edge. Bergthral rarely went out onto the water. He didn't mind it, but fishing wasn't something he enjoyed, and when he did fish, he used Essaerites for it, again thanks to his wife.

      He and his bear walked into the forest and were instantly engulfed by trees. The air was heavy with the smell of moss and dirt, along with the scent of spring flowers that had been in bloom for some time now. The air was rich and wonderful, and shoots of golden light dappled the forest floor. He walked along at a steady pace, his mind going through the tasks he needed to complete for the day.

      As he exited the forest, he was met by the sight of green fields, with several small cottages dotted throughout. Bergthral's settlement was small but a tight-knit community, one that he was proud to lead. He traipsed along until he reached his home. It was partially dug into the ground, with a steep thatched roof that rose high overhead. He could see smoke curling out from the chimney.

      Outside, Hildrana, his wife, stood. She looked at him and smiled. Hildrana had long, straight black hair as dark as coal. Her skin was a bright white that almost seemed to glow, like that of all her people, and her eyes were a vivid blue. Her figure was lean and lithe, and in Bergthral's opinion, she was the most beautiful woman to have ever lived, and who possibly ever would live. But as she had reminded him, men in love tended not to see things clearly and were a little on the stupid side.

      He walked up to her and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her in tightly. She embraced him back, and he kissed her.

      "How was the ocean, my love?" she asked.

      "It was good," he said, releasing her. "Where's Fernwen?" he asked, referring to their daughter.

      "She's inside," Hildrana said.

      "Do you have her working on something?" he asked.

      His wife smirked. "I have her working on a few exercises, yes. Do you need her for something?"

      Bergthral shook his head. "No, I'm fine, though I'm sure she would prefer it if I had something for her to do.”

      Hildrana laughed softly. "Oh, I'm sure she would.”

      It was difficult for Essaerists to have children, and Bergthral and Hildrana had almost given up on their chances at parenthood until Hildrana became pregnant with their daughter, Fernwen. What had been even more unlikely was that Fernwen was born an Essaerist. To Bergthral's and Hildrana's knowledge, and to all the knowledge of the Eirfrosti, there was nothing that could guarantee that someone would be born an Essaerist. They were extremely rare, and it didn't seem to matter if your parents were Essaerists or not. So it almost never happened with Essaerists.

      So when Fernwen showed signs of Essaeris, they had been shocked and elated. Hildrana began the process of training her daughter in the way of her people. While her oaths could not allow her to fully train her husband, Hildrana was not so hindered with her own daughter, and Bergthral had no doubt that Fernwen would become a very powerful Essaerist someday, just as her mother was.

      Before he could go in and see his daughter, he noticed a man approaching his home. As he looked, he could see he was of average height, middle-aged, and had a long blonde braided beard. Bergthral smiled and walked out to greet him.

      "Durnhart, how are you?" he said warmly.

      Durnhart smiled and reached out his hand. Bergthral grabbed it, shaking it, and then pulled Durnhart in for a half hug.

      "I'm doing well, my friend. How are you?" Durnhart said.

      "I'm good. What brings you to these parts?" Bergthral asked.

      Durnhart grimaced. "Nothing good, I have to admit.”

      Bergthral frowned. "Come in and tell me about it, then," he said, waving Durnhart into his home.

      Bergthral motioned to the table, and Durnhart sat down. Hildrana grabbed a pitcher and poured all three of them mugs of Bryndraught. Durnhart took a long pull and sighed.

      "Thank you," he said.

      "Of course," Hildrana said. "So what's the news?"

      "I told you about the rumors that Lysandrian was attacking Ulfgarath in the south," he said.

      Bergthral and Hildrana nodded.

      "Turns out those rumors were true," Durnhart said. "They just took out the city of Hroldenfell.”

      He waited for Hildrana or Bergthral to respond, but neither did. Bergthral racked his mind. He hadn't heard of the city before, but that didn't mean much. He didn't venture deep into the south, near the Lysandrian borders.

      "I'm sorry, I haven't heard of that city before," Hildrana said.

      Durnhart took another drink. "I'm not surprised. Eirfrosti rarely make it down that far," he said. "But the city's gone nonetheless. The Lysandrians razed it to the ground.”

      Bergthral sat back. "They razed it," he said, surprised.

      Durnhart nodded. "Yes, they did. It's burned to the ground now. Everyone was either killed or enslaved. They were hit by four legions.”

      Hildrana looked concerned now, and Bergthral felt his own concern rise in his chest.

      "That's concerning," Bergthral said. "Four legions? How many is that?" he said to himself.

      "Around twenty thousand men," Hildrana supplied.

      Durnhart glanced over at her. She shrugged. "Growing up, I learned a lot about Lysandrian," she said.

      "Well, twenty thousand is the number I've heard," Durnhart said. "I've also heard it's closer to fifty thousand, and other rumors say it was five thousand. But the most I hear is around twenty thousand, mostly from people who have had experience trading with the Lysandrians before."

      “Fifty seems a little high, and five seems a little ridiculous to take out a city," Bergthral said.

      "Are they stopping there?" Hildrana asked.

      Durnhart shook his head. "I don't think so. The legions have continued to push north. They've been there for a while. Hroldenfell isn't exactly a border town. It was on top of a hilltop, and it was more of a fortress," he said.

      "I would have thought we'd have heard about it being under siege," Bergthral commented.

      "It wasn't under siege for very long," Durnhart said. "Apparently, they were able to bring down the wall. I've seen that wall before, mind you. It was a big stone wall. They brought it down, and soldiers streamed right into the city. Once the wall was down, it was over within a night.”

      That was very disconcerting—that the Lysandrians were able to bring down a city wall and then subdue that city so quickly. Ulfgarath weren't known for being weak. In fact, in Ulfgarath, they prided themselves on being warriors. And though they had been shrinking over the last few generations, he knew most of the people were strong and capable. That the Lysandrians were able to overtake a city so quickly gave him pause.

      "Everyone's meeting in Kernvale," Durnhart eventually said.

      Bergthral raised an eyebrow. "Everyone? From everywhere?" he asked.

      Durnhart shrugged. "I suppose not everyone. Just settlement leaders. I thought you should know. Your voice carries a lot of weight around here.”

      "Why would this pertain to us?" Bergthral asked.

      Hildrana echoed his statement. "Unless you think that the Lysandrians plan on coming this far north," she said, in disbelief.

      Durnhart shrugged. "I don't know what they're going to do. I'm just passing on the message as far as that goes. I think people are wondering if we should go and help the Ulfgarath, or," he trailed off.

      Bergthral sighed. "Or take advantage of it.”

      Durnhart looked chagrined. "It is our way.”

      "Sometimes," Bergthral said.

      He didn't particularly like the idea of turning Ulfgarath's problems into a raiding opportunity. Though raiding wasn't exactly Bergthral's thing to begin with. That was also something he could thank his wife for. He had a much more Eirfrosti mentality on the world. They raided, and they were powerful, but it was rare that they raided, and it was usually the acts of the more opportunistic of their culture.

      Hildrana looked at him. "What are you thinking, Bergthral?"

      He smiled. "I should be asking you that question.”

      She rolled her eyes, and he couldn't help but grin.

      "You know it's true. I'm a blunt object. You, on the other hand, my love," he said.

      She snorted. "You're an unstoppable force. But, to answer your question, I'm thinking you should go to this meeting. I don't think it's wise for us to take advantage of this and raid in Ulfgarath lands," she said. "There's no reason to aggravate the Lysandrians and make ourselves a target for them.

      "And there's also a chance that Ulfgarath won't lose. If they win, and we've been raiding them," she said.

      Bergthral nodded in agreement. "Yes. Then they will be that much more likely to seek retribution."

      He looked over at Durnhart, who just laughed. "Nobody cares about my opinion," he said. "But if it's up to me, I don't think we should bother with it at all. There's no point in us going and fighting and dying just to risk a few riches. But then I'm also a lazy merchant," he said with a smile.

      "You're anything but lazy," Hildrana said. "But thank you for the news."

      Bergthral took a long drink of Bryndraught. "When is the meeting?" he asked.

      "In a few days' time," Durnhart said. "I recommend leaving today or tomorrow at the absolute latest."

      Bergthral sighed. "Very well. I suppose I should get a few things packed up then."

      Durnhart smiled. "Wonderful. Let me know when you're ready to leave."
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      The Bear Essaerite swayed and jostled underneath Bergthral as he crested a small hill and looked down at the city of Kernvale. Next to him was Kerngar from his settlement and Durnhart. Behind him, a few other men from his settlement had decided to make the trip. Some had a little business to conduct in Kernvale, but most were curious to hear the news and see what was going to happen in the southern lands with the Ulfgarath and Lysandrians.

      The road was muddy, and the bear's paws slipped slightly as it moved. The others were on horseback, but Bergthral preferred to ride his Essaerite. It was part of its purpose, after all, and it made a statement—something his wife told him was always important for an Essaerist to make.

      He could tell the day was going to be warm. The night before, it had rained, covering everything in little glistening beads of water. He breathed in deeply, enjoying the smell of the forest and the dirt road. He knew it wouldn't be long before they would be in Kernvale, and all he would smell was the scents of animals, waste, people, and fish.

      Kernvale sat at the water's edge, nestled at the end of a natural harbor. Before him, he could see the ocean, dotted with fishing boats. Kernvale was also the city closest to the Eirfrosti coast. As such, you could find a lot of Eirfrosti in Kernvale. It was one of the few places where they were relatively common, as most people from Valfarans didn’t like the Eirfrosti, though Bergthral could never quite understand why.

      They slowly drew closer to the city’s whitewashed stone wall. Along the tops, Bergthral could see the occasional guard watching anyone approaching the city. He noted a few of them stop and look in his direction. It wasn't every day that an Essaerist came to town, and it was rarer still when an Essaerist arrived with an Essaerite that looked like Bergthral's—one that screamed of his Eirfrosti tutelage. It made people uncomfortable.

      But Bergthral was also a known entity. He was well-respected by many in the area, and most knew him and his Essaerites. So as they approached the city gates, the main guards only nodded at their party as they walked through. Once past the gates and inside the city proper, Bergthral was assaulted by the sounds and sights of Kernvale.

      All around him were buildings with weathered stone and stucco walls, their surfaces mottled with moss and cracks. The roofs, a patchwork of thatch and dark slate, sagged in places, hinting at years of repair and neglect. People wended their way through muddy streets, their clothes a kaleidoscope of hues and shades. As they neared the center of town, he saw inns and shops lining the streets where people lived. The center of the town had markets dotting around it, where merchants shouted for attention as Bergthral and his group passed. Many of the people of Kernvale were fishmongers, but other merchants were present as well. You could find jewelers, slave traders, or whatever else you could imagine.

      Bergthral glanced at their wares, noting what was popular and what was unpopular, mostly out of curiosity. He had never been a trinket or bauble person. He had pretty much everything he wanted, and anything he found that he did want, he could create with Essaeris easily enough. And indeed, because of his ability and his wife's ability to use Essaeris, their settlement was far better off than most.

      His bear slowed its pace as it wove through the crowd. By and large, people moved out of the way, even though Bergthral was known by the leadership and some of the townsfolk. People didn't exactly want to be in the way of a giant Essaeris bear. He thought that was understandable, but the Essaerite was also a source of curiosity, and people gathered around to see it or pressed closer.

      Bergthral always found it amusing when some people tried to avoid the bear while others pressed closer to see it. Watching the two groups collide and try to work past each other in frustration always made him smirk and chuckle. He probably shouldn't enjoy it, but there was something about it that he found amusing.

      Next to him, Durnhart grunted, "Fuck, I forgot what a pain in the ass it is moving through a city with you in tow," he said, good-naturedly.

      Bergthral looked over at him and smiled. "I thought you liked the attention," he said. "Doesn't it help you with sales?"

      Durnhart rolled his eyes. "Perhaps knowing an Essaerist does, yes, but making it through a town," he said, waving around, "it's a fucking nightmare. These people don't know if they should be mesmerized by that atrocity you're riding on or if they should run in terror.” Then, looking at Bergthral's face, he chuckled. "But I dare say that's what you enjoy the most about this, isn't it?"

      Bergthral couldn't help but smirk. He shrugged. "It might be a little entertaining," he said.

      Durnhart laughed. "That's what I thought.”

      In the center of town was a large building with stone walls and a high roof. It was where the meeting would take place. Bergthral dismounted and joined the others as they walked through the front doors. He had been in the center of many settlements and common buildings, but the one in Kernvale always seemed more like an inn to him.

      The inside of the building was warm and lit only by candles and fires. He could hear the loud commotion of men and women talking, chairs scraping against the floor, and plates clinking on tables. People sat around drinking and eating, some in the wide open and others in the corners or in dim, secluded places, as they discussed business in low tones.

      Bergthral's eyes swept around the dimly lit room, taking in the rough-hewn tables, the flicker of candlelight dancing off scarred wooden beams, and the low murmur of conversation punctuated by the occasional clink of a mug. The meeting would officially be in the evening, but Bergthral knew the real meeting was going on right now. In the small groups and discussions that were being had, by the time the actual event came around, there would probably be very little in the way of conversation that would go anywhere.

      So, he looked and noted those who were speaking and those who were not. Around him were the heads of many settlements and towns. Almost every single one of those settlements and towns was much larger than his own, but he still had a seat at the table.

      Something that occasionally drew the ire of some of the others, particularly Tirwalden. He caught the man's eye. Tirwalden was older than Bergthral and had long flowing blonde hair with a bald patch and a long beard. His face was scarred, and his nose was bent and crooked from the number of times it had been broken throughout his life.

      Tirwalden and Bergthral did not see eye to eye, ever. Tirwalden's settlement was just to the southwest of Bergthral's, and their relationship had always been contentious. Bergthral's parents and Tirwalden's parents had hated each other as well. Bergthral suspected there was nothing more that Tirwalden would like to do than wipe Bergthral's settlement off the face of the planet. But that wouldn't be something that would be happening anytime soon because, even though Tirwalden's settlement was large and had many good warriors, they weren't about to waste their lives on a handful of people—and Bergthral knew that's what his settlement was, a handful of people. It had grown over the years, but it would never be large; it would never be a threat to most settlements in the area. However, a thorn in their side it could be. With two Essaerists, nobody would risk attacking them. It wasn't worth the reward.

      Tirwalden's eyes narrowed as they met Bergthral's, and his lips twisted in a grimace of distaste. Tirwalden also had a lot of problems with Bergthral's choice of spouses. He was firmly in the camp that the Eirfrosti were bad, and that their Essaerists were evil and used dark powers that no one should use or touch. There had been many occasions when Tirwalden had referred to Hildrana as being a witch, and he had insinuated that Bergthral had likewise been infected by her malignant abilities, as so clearly apparent by Bergthral's Essaerites. But Bergthral did his best to ignore Tirwalden and instead focused on the matters at hand, which were finding people and discovering everyone's thoughts and plans for the future.

      For his part, Bergthral had zero desire to engage with anybody in the Ulfgarath lands, be they the Ulfgarath or the Lysandrians. So he spent his afternoon speaking to everyone he could. He discovered there were two general consensuses: one was that the people of Valfarans should take full advantage of Ulfgarath's weakness and raid as much as they could down south.

      There was, of course, a lot of merit to this; there was wealth to be had in the Ulfgarath lands, and with them being otherwise occupied with the Lysandrians, it was unlikely that any settlements or cities would band together to try and deal with the Valfarans as they came in. They certainly hadn't done a good job of stopping the Wulfharborias from encroaching on their lands over the last couple of generations.

      Bergthral was aware that the Wulfharborias had been raiding and moving into Ulfgarath lands aggressively for some time now, and it seemed that the Ulfgarath were unwilling to come together to stop the threat. It was a fair assessment that they would likewise be unwilling to band together to do anything about Valfarans as they came in, but Bergthral wasn't sure at the same time.

      The next leading school of thought was that the Ulfgarath should be left to themselves and completely ignored, instead focusing on their own lands and their own deeds. Some had even gone so far as to say that there would be value in settlements and cities working together and unifying, in case the Lysandrians decided that once they were done with Ulfgarath, they wanted Valfarans as well. Bergthral thought this was a much more sensible line of reasoning, but he suspected that it would not win out in the long run.

      Perhaps settlements would be unwilling to raid in Ulfgarath lands if for no other reason than some of the people would need to travel great distances, but he found it unlikely that his people would somehow gather together and make a stand. After all, many of the settlements here had raided each other in recent years.

      And he knew exactly what the thoughts of some of the more influential leaders would be. Leaders like Tirwalden. Bergthral knew exactly what the man would want. He would be sending men to raid the Ulfgarath lands—of that, Bergthral had no doubt. Tirwalden's settlement wasn't so large and wealthy by happenstance. And while Bergthral did not care for the man, he could not deny that his tenure over his settlement had seen them grow in size and wealth. Bergthral knew the people in Tirwalden's settlement loved and respected him, even if Bergthral knew that he was a hateful ass. But wasn't that the case with most great leaders? Weren't they all hateful asses?

      Night had come, and people were beginning to gather in the center of the building. None of the merchants from earlier in the day were still inside; instead, it was just the representatives of settlements and towns gathering around. In the periphery, some of the people who had come with them were listening and waiting. With them was Bergthral's group. They all gathered around, waiting to see what would be said.

      An old, wizened man walked into the center of the room. As he did, conversations grew silent, and all turned their attention to him. He cast his gaze around the gathered leaders, looking each in the eye.

      “Tonight, we gather to talk about what the people of this land will do,” he said, and despite his age, his voice was strong and loud. “We have all heard of the fate that has befallen the Ulfgarath city of Hroldenfell in the south.”

      Before he could speak further, Tirwalden stood and spoke, “What of it? What do we care of the fall of a city far away in a land of weaklings?” He looked around the gathering. “Unless we are here to talk about plans to raid those lands?”

      “We are here to decide if we should raid those lands,” the older man said, his tone agitated.

      Tirwalden laughed, “Surely you jest? Why wouldn’t we do it?”

      “Because weakening the Ulfgarath only helps the Lysandrians,” Bergthral said as he stood.

      Everyone in the room looked at him; some looked like they agreed, but many did not. Tirwalden had made a lot of headway during the day.

      “Why do we care if we help weaken the Ulfgarath for the Lysandrians so long as we come home fat and happy?” Tirwalden said.

      People grunted their approval.

      You’ve lost this argument, Bergthral thought to himself. The people here had made up their minds on what they were going to do before they’d even gotten into town. He could see that as he looked around. No, this meeting was not about deciding if settlements wanted to raid or not; it was deciding who was going to be going with whom, and for those who weren’t going to Ulfgarath, it was for them to decide which of their neighbors might be easy pickings as soon as raiding parties left.

      Tirwalden went on, holding up a finger, “Oh, unless it’s something else. Perhaps Bergthral here would like those of us in Valfarans to not become stronger and to not add to our wealth.”

      Bergthral scoffed, “And why would I want that, Tirwalden?”

      Tirwalden grinned, “So we are weaker than your masters to the north.”

      Bergthral felt his anger rise, but the old man spoke, “Enough!” He eyed Tirwalden. “I’ll not have any of that in my hall, Tirwalden. We are not here to talk about the Eirfrosti.”

      Tirwalden’s face reddened. “Why? Because you are in their pocket?”

      The old man stared daggers at Tirwalden. “As much as yours, Tirwalden. Unless it wasn’t you buying armor from an Eirfrosti merchant not an hour before this meeting?”

      Everyone looked at Tirwalden, who simply scowled. The old man nodded once. “That’s what I thought.” He looked out at everyone. “Now we will have this conversation as leaders and not asses. Each settlement gets their chance to speak.”
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, a tired and exasperated Bergthral sat next to Durnhart.

      "It could have gone worse," Durnhart said.

      Bergthral took a drink of Bryndraught, trying to clear his mind and frustrations. "Could it have?”

      Durnhart took a drink of his own Bryndraught. "Yes, it could have. A split decision is about the best that people on your side could have hoped for.”

      Bergthral grunted and took another drink. He supposed he couldn't argue with that. Only some of the gathered settlements would raid the Ulfgarath lands, but none would be banding together.

      "It's a mistake," Bergthral said.

      Next to him, Durnhart shrugged. "Maybe, maybe not.”

      Bergthral looked over at Durnhart. "Are you going to raid the Ulfgarath lands?"

      Durnhart shook his head and laughed. "No, of course not. I'm no warrior. You know that," he said, taking a drink. "But I'll find a way to profit off of it, I'm sure," he said, giving Bergthral a toothy smile.

      Bergthral shook his head. Next to him, a chair scraped on the floor, and a man sat down. Bergthral looked over, seeing Kerngar. He could see the man was conflicted.

      Bergthral sat up. "What is it?" he asked.

      Kerngar looked at him, then down at the table, and then back to him again. Bergthral sighed; he thought he might know where this was going.

      "Out with it," he said.

      Kerngar's face flushed. "Some of us don't agree with your stance," Kerngar said haltingly.

      Bergthral raised an eyebrow. "I'm sure. Would you like to enlighten me about this disagreement?"

      Kerngar looked more uncomfortable, but like he was trying to steel himself. "We respect you as the leader of the settlement⁠—“

      Bergthral cut him off. "But you're going to do whatever the fuck you want, aren't you?"

      Kerngar's eyes lit up. "Why shouldn't we?" he asked.

      Bergthral felt his anger flare up, but he pushed it down. "You should do what you want," he said. "So what is it that you want to do?" he asked.

      Kerngar looked a little surprised that Bergthral hadn't pushed it more. But after a moment, he seemed to accept that and went on. "Some of us are going to raid the Ulfgarath lands.”

      Bergthral wanted to forbid it, wanted to tell them that they were being stupid. But what difference would it make? It would make none. He knew that. These men were young, confident, and bold. They wanted to test themselves, and they wanted to earn riches and respect. He couldn't fault them for that. And he couldn't honestly stop them from doing that as well. Just because he thought it was a bad idea to raid the Ulfgarath lands didn't mean that it actually was. And he had to remind himself of that.

      Bergthral took a long drink of Bryndraught and set his cup down on the table. "So when are you leaving, and whose group are you joining?" he asked.

      "I thought you would have fought me more on it," Kerngar said.

      Bergthral shrugged. "You're a free man to do what you will, and just because I think it's a bad idea doesn't mean that I'm right. So when are you leaving and who are you going with?"

      "We'll come home and head straight out. A few of us found a few raiding parties," Kerngar said, and then quickly added, "none of them with Tirwalden.”

      At least there was that. Had they said they were joining up with Tirwalden, Bergthral would have been legitimately concerned that when they came home, if they came home, they would try to take over the settlement.

      He took another drink of Bryndraught. "Very well then, that's your right, and I suppose as long as you're not with anyone from Tirwalden's settlement, I can't argue it," he said.

      Kerngar scowled. "I'd never join up with that piece of shit.”

      Bergthral smiled. "Glad to hear it," he said. He put his hand on Kerngar's forearm. "I truly wish you the best of luck down there and the happiest of hunting," he said sincerely.

      Kerngar nodded. "Thank you, and thank you for being so easy about this. I was worried you would forbid us from going.”

      Bergthral laughed. "And would you have listened?"

      "Yes, of course we would," Kerngar said quickly. "If you ordered us not to, we wouldn't go.”

      Bergthral felt a bloom of pride in his chest for the man before him. He smiled. "And you would have resented me for years to come," he said.

      "Unless you were right, then we might be thankful about it," he said with a lopsided smile.

      Bergthral laughed. "I suppose that's true, but," he said with a sigh, "I would rather you make your own decisions and your own mistakes than resent me for mine.”

      Kerngar nodded. "Thank you, and we will accompany you back home. After all, we have a lot that we have to gather and say goodbye to our families," he said.

      Bergthral smiled tightly. "We'll be leaving in the morning, but you have the rest of your evening to enjoy all that Kernvale has to offer," he said, "and if you're going to be going out raiding, I would certainly enjoy the comforts of home and a nice town before you go out onto the road."

      Kerngar grinned. "Oh, I certainly plan on enjoying myself this evening," he said.

      Kerngar stood and walked away. Bergthral looked over at Durnhart, who was giving him a questioning look.

      "Out with it," Bergthral said.

      "Sending some of your best fighters away," Durnhart said, letting it hang in the air.

      Bergthral shrugged. "Tirwalden’s doing the same, and between Hildrana and I," he said, and shrugged. "I'm not worried about it.” He glanced over at Tirwalden. “Not that I don't think that fuck wouldn't mind putting a knife in both of our backs if he had the opportunity.”
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      Mariokos stirred beneath the heavy blanket, the warmth clinging to his skin as his eyes fluttered open, adjusting to the dim morning light. Caelwen shifted slightly in his arms as she slept. He smiled, debating whether to go back to sleep or not, but decided against it. The days had been getting warmer, but the evenings were still cool, so they had kept sleeping under a blanket. Now it was a little too warm in the mornings, so he reached out with his Essaeris and released one of the blankets on top of them. As it vanished, a linen sheet settled over him, cooling his skin.

      He also felt a warm lump between him and Caelwen. The lump moved, and he looked down.

      "Sorry, Treftune," he said, looking at the Valfglidea. He had apparently been on the blanket, and Mariokos hadn't noticed. He suspected Treftune wasn't thrilled about being woken up by having his bed disappear from under him. His hand came out from under the sheets, and he ran his finger up the little Valfglidea's head, between his eyes and ears. Treftune's eyes closed, and he made a little contented sound. His fur was soft and a gentle blue this morning.

      He noticed that Treftune liked to sleep being blue for some reason, though sometimes he was yellow, red, or brown. But he noticed that the Valfglidea seemed to be blue when he was in a good mood or relaxed. Mariokos didn't know if it was indicative of the species or if it was just something that Treftune did.

      Treftune rolled onto his back and stretched out, and Mariokos smiled, rubbing his belly. Caelwen gave a muffled sigh and nuzzled into Mariokos's chest. He turned his attention back to his wife, looking at her sleeping form. She had been such a surprise. He certainly hadn't expected to be married off while at war, but it had been the best things about the whole experience. Her eyes cracked open, and he ran his fingers through her long, fiery red hair, brushing his thumb along her cheek.

      "Good morning," he whispered.

      She smiled softly and nuzzled into him more.

      "Good morning," she said.

      Her arms wrapped around him and gave him a squeeze. He kissed her forehead, and her eyes opened wider. He tilted her chin up and kissed her lips gently, holding the kiss for a moment. It made for such a nice start to the morning. He felt her hand move up his arm and neck as her fingers moved through his hair, gently scratching his scalp. He sighed and closed his eyes in contentment. He kissed her again, looking into her eyes, feeling his heart melt just a little bit. She could get a thrill out of him without even trying. He kissed her again, and she deepened the kiss. He felt her move, positioning herself, molding herself to him in a seductive, sleepy way.

      Treftune chittered and jumped off of them, disturbed by the movement.

      He couldn't help but chuckle a little bit. He broke the kiss with Caelwen, and she gently but firmly grabbed his chin and pulled it back to hers.

      "He'll be fine," she said and kissed him again.

      He smiled as he kissed her, and his hand moved up her back, caressing her. He cupped her breast in his hand, feeling its soft yet firm flesh beneath his fingers. He ran his thumb over her nipple, feeling it harden and hearing her give a soft sigh.

      They continued to kiss, and their tongues met, swirling around each other. Mariokos felt himself fully awake now, and he gently pushed Caelwen onto her back. His lips traveled along her jaw and neck, feeling her soft skin under his lips. Her breathing became deeper, and he felt himself getting aroused. He kissed up her neck and nibbled her ear, his thumb still gently circling around her hardened nipple.

      He was looking forward to being up early. As he moved on top of her, he kissed her again, looking forward to exploring her body with his mouth. He looked into her eyes, seeing them bright and excited, and then he heard it—the sound of a horn. It blew again, the cadence familiar, announcing an inevitability that no one in the Legion could avoid.

      He felt disappointed but resigned. He began to shift, and Caelwen's grip tightened around him. He saw her eyes narrow.

      "I'm going to fucking kill him," she said, her voice not sounding seductive
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