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Objective: To record and analyze events surrounding the Eighth Umbral Calamity, based on information extrapolated from statements and reports made by Cid Garlond.

　Following a series of decisive victories, the former imperial colonies of Doma and Ala Mhigo overthrew their provincial rulers and secured independence from Garlemald. This prompted other occupied territories to rise up against their oppressors and join forces with the Eorzean and Eastern alliances.

　The Garleans responded by marching the bulk of their troops to Ghimlyt on the Ala Mhigan border, where the Allied armies gathered to repel them. Though peace negotiations were attempted, the differences between the opposing sides proved to be irreconcilable, with open warfare the only viable recourse.

　Against expectation, the well-­equipped and highly organized imperial legions failed to capitalize on their early advantage, allowing the Alliance to stage a counterattack. One possible cause for such an ineffectual display on the part of the Garlean troops is the high proportion of conscripted soldiers, who─in the words of Master Cid─lack the “conviction” required to maximize their combat capabilities. Unfortunately, I am not programmed to assess such unquantifiable variables, and this theory must therefore be dismissed as mere conjecture. I can, however, state with some degree of certainty that the arrival of the ones known as the Scions of the Seventh Dawn was a critical factor in the Garleans’ defeat.

　After the Empire’s withdrawal, Cid Garlond and his Ironworks colleagues─including the elusive Nero Scaeva─traveled to the Burn on the Othardian subcontinent to bolster the field generators at Seiryu’s Wall in preparation for the Garleans’ next offensive. They set about their work unaware of the events unfolding elsewhere that would change the course of history, until they received the first report, which, according to Master Cid, was unusually brief:

　“The Garleans have deployed a powerful new weapon on the Eorzean front. We tried to contact our comrades at Rhalgr’s Reach, but received no reply.”

　Despite lacking several essential details, the message was entirely accurate. The reason the sender had been unable to communicate with said comrades was simple: they had been annihilated by Black Rose, a poisonous gas developed by the Garleans. This ingenious weapon halts the flow of aether within organic beings, causing near immediate cessation of respiratory functions. Being highly potent and capable of rapid dispersal across a wide area, the majority of settlements in nearby Ala Mhigo were almost entirely depopulated in the aftermath. Contemporary reports state that the damage extended far beyond Alliance-­held regions such as the Black Shroud and Thanalan to several imperial territories, resulting in significant loss of life.

　As my present configuration is only equipped with basic audiovisual receptors, I must draw my conclusions from limited and─I am compelled to admit─unreliable sources of information. At the time of Black Rose’s deployment, I was otherwise engaged deep within O’Ghomoro and was unable to make detailed observations of the weapon’s effects. The yellow-­plumed creature that was accompanying me appeared to sense something at the approximate moment that the gas was released, gazing into empty space with an expression that mortals describe as “perturbed.”
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Objective: To record and analyze events surrounding the Eighth Umbral Calamity, based on information acquired from Cid Garlond.

　Master Garlond has made numerous attempts to initiate conversation with me, despite my current vessel being no more than a simplistic automaton conceived as a plaything, lacking any oratory mechanisms with which to respond. These utterances, though made in a state of obvious intoxication, provided me with invaluable data. While the individual recordings contain a wide range of observations, many are superfluous to my investigation, so I have compiled only those I deem relevant.

　Black Rose wrought immeasurable destruction to organic life-­forms, resulting in widespread environmental upheaval. The ambient aether ceased to flow along its normal channels and stagnated, rendering the land barren and uninhabitable. Inevitably, the wild imbalance of natural energies affected neighboring regions and, in some cases, led to sudden and unpredictable alterations in flora and fauna. Overnight, the crops on which man relied for sustenance became toxic, further increasing the death toll. In the aftermath of these unprecedented disasters, the communities formed by sentient beings fell into disarray, and all forms of societal organization, from small settlements to entire nations, were abandoned as individuals struggled desperately to avoid annihilation.

　It did not take long for the cascading environmental repercussions to be felt in Garlean territory. Due to the aftereffects of Black Rose, the ceruleum that once supported daily life in the Empire and powered its magitek armies failed to combust. The machines duly fell silent, bereft of the energy required to set them in motion.

　The creatures that escaped the initial devastation were thrust into a battle for survival. Among them, those belonging to supposedly civilized races were particularly quick to turn on their brethren in a bid to seize control of land and resources. While they attempted to justify these wanton acts of violence with a range of superficially logical explanations, it is my assessment that greed and desperation were the primary motivating factors behind their actions.

　Master Cid and his colleagues frequently referred to this situation as a “quagmire,” though in a figurative rather than a literal sense. Much like an actual quagmire, it threatened to pull mankind into an inescapable predicament. Correct interpretation of the audio data recorded at the time is dependent on accurate comprehension of this metaphorical expression.

　The mortals who found themselves in this “quagmire” were no longer governed or protected by social conventions or societal norms, instead reverting to a more primitive way of life, closer to those referred to as “beastkin.” However, certain groups of sentient beings were reluctant to accept this descent into savagery, with Garlond Ironworks being one such example.




Its members expended considerable time and effort in largely unsuccessful attempts to bring an end to the numerous conflicts that had erupted. In addition, they hunted down and reprimanded those who sought to profit from the desperation of their fellow survivors, and offered a safe haven to the exploited. While their deeds earned them the support of many like-­minded individuals, the number of comrades gained paled in comparison to those lost in the days which followed.

　I recorded one particular incident in which a Lalafellin engineer was carried back to headquarters after being mauled by a carnivorous beast while overseeing the digging of a well. Despite the treatments administered by trained chirurgeons, his wounds were beyond healing, and his vital signs began to fade. As he lay dying, one Ironworks member in particular─a Roegadyn male considered to be the stricken Lalafell’s closest friend─refused to leave his bedside. Gripping the patient’s limp hand and whispering words of encouragement appeared to revive him for a few brief moments. Drawing on his final reserves of stamina, the diminutive engineer demanded that his counterpart live on and produce offspring to continue his legacy. To this, the larger man responded with a trembling voice, “It’s high time you started a family yourself,” though that was, regrettably, not a realistic prospect.

　Smiling, the Lalafell replied, “Sorry, but no one will ever compare to her . . .”

　These were his final words.




The Lalafell’s death prompted an emotional response from my feathered associate, who pressed his tear­stained cheek against the lifeless body. Some time later, once Master Cid and his colleagues had finally exhausted their supply of tears, they gathered for a lengthy discussion, their expressions growing ever more despondent as the talks continued. They eventually arrived at the conclusion that they lacked the means to restore their shattered world, with their only viable option being to entrust future generations with the knowledge that they had accumulated, in the hope that their successors may one day find a solution. This was met with some resistance, however, as many expressed disapproval at the idea of forsaking those in the present day in order to save a world they would never live to see. Unable to deny this, Master Cid simply nodded and said:

　“Even so, our sacrifice will not be for naught.”

　With that, Garlond Ironworks found what I believe to be its true purpose.
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Objective: To continue recording and analyzing events surrounding the Eighth Umbral Calamity.

　The researchers of Garlond Ironworks continued to investigate the process by which Black Rose─possessed of a destructive power far exceeding its creators’ expectations─triggered the Eighth Umbral Calamity. They believed that understanding the nature of this catastrophe could reveal a means by which it might be averted entirely. Their aim was to change the past to create an alternate reality in which the Calamity never occurred─a feat rendered conceivable by their knowledge of the advanced technologies of fallen civilizations. However, many of those who would bear the burden of continued existence in a world ravaged by Black Rose failed to see this as a viable stratagem. Such responses were consistent with my projections, as it is generally the primary objective of all life-­forms to secure their own survival in the here and now.

　Many of Master Cid’s followers either refused to cooperate or expressed a desire to leave the Ironworks altogether. Certain former employees went as far as to appropriate equipment and supplies by force before heading into the wilderness to fend for themselves.

　Although the vast majority opposed Master Cid’s radical proposition, a select few remained to lend their assistance. Research into the Eighth Umbral Calamity continued, aided by experts in the fields of magic and aetherial science. During this period, one loyal scholar noted that while preventing the disaster may not solve all of the problems that had afflicted the world of the past, the one dubbed the “Warrior of Light” would still be alive. The various members of the team each had their own personal connection with the deceased, and the notion of creating an alternative past in which their hero survived the Calamity met with unanimous approval.

　It is impossible to discern the manner in which this theory affected the motivation of the Ironworks staff and their associates, or whether some other external factor triggered a sudden increase in their mental faculties, but the fact that they eventually succeeded in unravelling the mysteries surrounding the Eighth Umbral Calamity is a matter of record.

　In addition, by presenting their plan as an attempt to save the Warrior of Light rather than a bid to rewrite history, they were able to gain the support from survivors of many different species and subgroups. Representatives from various settlements came to donate resources and foodstuffs to Garlond Ironworks, despite possessing barely enough to sustain themselves. Many of them were also acquainted with the Warrior of Light, some even claiming to have been beneficiaries of the late hero’s acts of philanthropy.

　A semiaquatic creature known as a “Namazu,” who had arrived bearing donations, imparted information apparently gleaned from premonitory dreams. The following is an extract of his recorded testimony:

　“The world was never in such a ruinous state in the visions sent to me by the Big One, no, no. Seigetsu the Enlightened said that the future I witnessed was part of another history, a different chain of events with no Eighth Umbral Calamity at all! Whatever that means . . .”

　It remains to be seen whether this is anything more than the nonsensical ramblings of an anthropomorphic catfish. But I shall store it in my data banks for future analysis.

　Over time, support for the Ironworks continued to grow, their cause finding allies in the most unexpected of quarters. Memorably, during a routine mission transporting research materials, one of their vessels was ambushed by bandits, only to be rescued by an immense airship captained by a golden-­haired Hyuran female claiming to be a sky pirate. She is reported to have made the following declaration:

　“My mother was once snatched from the jaws of death by this champion of yours. As her successor as queen of the skies, I mean to see that debt repaid in full!”

　Instances of Ironworks representatives being extricated from perilous situations were abnormally frequent, their apparent saviors including multiple non-­humanoid entities. In one such example, an emissary who was attacked and thrown overboard while crossing the Ruby Sea reported waking upon the shore of a nearby island with a vague recollection of having been borne to safety by a large beast, possibly chelonian or serpentine in nature.

　In a similar incident, an ill-­equipped messenger would have fallen to his death while traversing the peaks of Sohm Al, were it not for the intervention of a colossal white-­winged creature, later identified as a dragon. According to the official report, there was a brief exchange in which the Dravanian rescuer expressed its disinterest in the affairs of man, particularly his insatiable thirst for conflict, before disappearing into the clouds. It must be noted that due to the lack of independent eyewitnesses or material evidence, this account remains unverified.
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Objective: To continue recording and analyzing events surrounding the Eighth Umbral Calamity.

　With admirable dedication for a mortal, Master Cid continued to labor until the end of his natural lifespan. The years of painstaking research clearly took their toll, however. One day, as he penned the final words of his grand theory, I observed his hand quiver as if the weight of his quill had at last defeated him. Breathing a weary sigh, he turned to Master Nero, who made the same shrugging gesture that I have observed on many occasions before saying:

　“Well, it certainly took you long enough.”

　Previous analysis of Master Nero’s behavioral patterns indicates that this was meant as a compliment, though Master Cid’s exasperated expression appeared to suggest it was not received as such. Be that as it may, the brief smile which subsequently crossed his lips led me to believe that he understood his counterpart’s intent. Slowly rising to his feet, he then shuffled towards a well-­worn device referred to as a “Boilmaster” and poured coffee into two metallic containers, passing one to Master Nero. They duly raised the receptacles, and brought them together in a percussive “toasting” motion─a ritual I have seldom witnessed, there having been little cause for celebration. The pair sipped their drinks and, for once, Master Nero refrained from expressing his distaste for the brew; a noteworthy anomaly. Master Cid then turned his gaze to the stack of papers on the desk and initiated the following exchange:

　“So, do you think this mad scheme of ours will ever come to fruition?”

　“Only time will tell, Garlond. Lest you forget: the road to ruin is lined with good intentions─which your young protégés have in abundance. We can but hope they do a better job of saving the world than we did.”

　“Indeed. It’s in their hands now.”

　No further words were exchanged, and my sensors yielded no indication as to the thoughts which occupied the pair’s minds.

　So, as they stood in silence, I attempted to form my own answer to Cid’s question. I could by this time emulate the cognitive processes of organic beings, as I had done on one particular occasion many years ago, in the moments immediately prior to the irreversible dissolution of my previous vessel.

　With what might be termed “wakeful eyes,” I reviewed the reports made by Ironworks members following their investigations into the Crystal Tower, the mechanical primal known as Alexander, and the interdimensional rift, the findings of which were instrumental in formulating the plan to alter the past. Thus did I discover that each of these missions had one common element: they ended with a key figure entering a form of self-­imposed exile, not unlike a deep slumber. At times such as these, when one is to be separated from one’s companions, whether it be by sleep or by death, there is a phrase which I have found to be particularly fitting:

　“Good night.”

　And after the night comes the morning, as the sun rises to greet the new day. While it may already be too late to mend this dying world, there are those who would strive to create a place where the sun will shine again, not for their own sake, but for those in a past that may yet be saved.

　I think this must be what mortals call “hope.”

　It is . . . beautiful.








[image: ]









[image: ]


An Unpromised Tomorrow
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When one looks upon the chronicles of history, those immovable tomes of ages past, one is certain to find the mark of a great many notable figures. Conquerors, pioneers, heroes─men and women whose lives serve to punctuate the endless passage of time.

　I am not one of them. No builder of nations, me, nor less a savior of the oppressed. I am but a humble engineer who had the good fortune to become the eighteenth president of Garlond Ironworks. For two hundred years now, we have kept alive the dream of “Freedom through Technology,” passing on the legacy of our predecessors to the next incumbent upon our retirement─save for one poor fellow, who died after three days in the role.

　In the end, however, the only name history will remember is that of Cid Garlond, our own appearing as mere footnotes to his legend.

　A legend we are only too happy to preserve.
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Garlond Ironworks’ first home was a workshop in Revenant’s Toll, and I am told there was a time when people would flock from every corner of the realm to gaze upon its wonders. A stark contrast to our present operation. Our base now sits nestled in what remains of the Keeper of the Lake, a monument which both time and necessity have done much to diminish, a legion of scavengers having taken their pick of what the elements saw fit to spare.

　Indeed, the site is in utter shambles. And yet I can think of no better place for us to have set up shop. The surrounding lake serves as a natural obstacle to intruders, and the dragon whose sinuous frame still holds the whole hulking heap together is said to have shared a storied history with an old friend of the founder. In short, a site as apt as it is inaccessible.




It was there that our engineers and some few volunteers were enjoying a hard-­earned rest. After several sleepless nights, work in the Crystal Tower was at last complete, and on the morrow it would be transported across time and space to another world─the First. Meager though our resources were, we had laid on a veritable feast to commemorate the occasion, and one and all had enjoyed the much-­needed respite to the fullest. Indeed, many had reveled to exhaustion, choosing to sleep where they fell on the meeting hall floor.




Though I, too, should have been counting sheep, my mind was busy enumerating reasons to stay awake─which were, it assured me, many. And so I sat there, staring into the fire. Thankfully, I was not without company.

　“I’ve always wondered,” I began, turning to regard my fellow insomniac.

　His crimson eyes seemed to glow in the firelight. A gift from the blood of Allagan royalty, he called them. A gift by which the Crystal Tower had borne him to us. In the morning, he would make another journey, this time bearing all our hopes and dreams for a better tomorrow with him. And though he had assured us it was a mission he gladly accepted, I could scarcely imagine the weight of that burden.

　There was so much I wished to tell him, but I put it aside to first ask a question that had long been burning in the back of my mind.

　“Why did you do it? Why did you stay behind in the Crystal Tower?”

　He blinked at me in disbelief before letting out a curt sigh.

　“You would ask me this now?”

　“Would you rather I asked you on the morrow?” I replied with a rather forced grin. “I understand you were the only one who could have done it, and hindsight has shown it to be the right choice. Were it not for you, our dreams would be just that. But you couldn’t have known that at the time. Not for sure. What if we had never opened the tower?”

　What a relief it was to finally speak the words aloud. I feared he would take them as little more than idle banter, but the thoughtful swishing of his tail suggested otherwise, as he returned his gaze to the fire.

　An age seemed to pass as we sat there in silence, but I knew my wait for an answer was over when a faint smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. It occurred to me then that he hadn’t been gazing into the fire, but through it, at something far brighter.

　“I would have slept for all eternity,” he laughed. “Which would, if nothing else, have been ironic. For it was only as the gates of the tower were closing behind me that I realized what it meant to awaken to one’s true purpose.”

　“Go on . . .”

　“In those days, I could but dream of being counted with the likes of Cid, Nero, Biggs, and Wedge─indeed, I would still give my right arm to achieve half of what they achieved . . .”

　He proceeded to paint a picture of our forebears as paragons of invention, able to race from concept to product in the time it would take him to put on his boots. And then he spoke of his mentor, Rammbroes, head of the Sons of Saint Coinach, and of his pride at having been chosen to take part in the expedition to the Crystal Tower.

　He told me that the mission had taken a most unexpected turn when their party was joined by a pair of scholars named Doga and Unei─whom they later discovered to be clones born of Allagan technology which had lain dormant within the tower for millennia. Apparently, when the structure was unearthed in the chaos of the Seventh Umbral Calamity, the horrors within had awoken, prompting the pair to seek the aid of G’raha Tia and his companions in thwarting the dark designs of the tower’s creator, one Emperor Xande. What began as a simple quest for knowledge thus became a grueling climb to the top of the tower, culminating in a battle with darkness itself. Yet far from laying claim to these feats, he was careful at every stage to recall the pivotal role played by the greatest hero of the age. One immortalized in song and script, and remembered to this very day.

　“Before me stood the very embodiment of heroism, the fables of my childhood made flesh. And in the light of so shining an example, I saw at last the part I had to play. How could I do aught but remain in the tower?”

　“Quite easily,” I chuckled, “were you and your exemplar not cut from the same cloth. Being of a rather less heroic disposition, however, I can tell you that my first act, having endured such an ordeal, would have been to go home to bed. But tell me . . . were you not scared?”

　“Of course I was. But courage is not the absence of fear.” He leaned back then, to stare up at the ceiling. “It is the triumph over it.”

　The roof, I should probably mention, was in the process of being repaired, and not without the odd gap. Clear nights offered small glimpses of the stars twinkling in the sky, and G’raha Tia seemed entranced by them as he continued to regale me with memories of days long past.

　“So long as we were together, whatever foe stood against us, whatever twist of fate conspired to undermine us, I believed with all my heart that there was nothing we could not do.”

　I went to speak, but when I glimpsed him gazing up at the heavens, his eyes full of steely resolve, I could only smile and wonder at what a fascinating life he had led. At how a single individual could affect the fates of so many. G’raha Tia, Cid, my grandfather, and the countless others who had given their all to see our plan come to fruition. Would the Warrior of Light have believed that so many lives could be changed? Or what inspiration others could take from so tragically foreshortened a tale? Whatever the answer, the hopes and dreams we had labored so long to keep alive would soon be realized. Even to think about it made my heart skip a beat. I cleared my throat.

　“And we have to keep believing. For a brighter future.”

　I proffered my hand in our customary manner, and G’raha Tia returned the gesture.

　“That we do, my friend. That we do.”




The following morning, the hour of his departure came at last. We stood upon the precipice of an unknown future, contemplating the promise of a tomorrow we would never see. Yet still we prayed. That our sacrifices had indeed sown the seeds of a better tomorrow. That at journey’s end, our departing friend might reap that joyous harvest too. We prayed as the Crystal Tower stirred to life, and vanished in a blinding flash of light.
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I can’t say for how long we stood there at the shore of Silvertear Lake. It wasn’t until the sun broke the horizon that I noted the passing of time─and the deafening silence.

　We could only assume G’raha Tia’s mission would carry on across the rift, and that we had played our part to its completion. Yet with our duty done, I couldn’t help but feel a part of me was missing, much like the Crystal Tower from the skyline of Mor Dhona. I told myself that the void would soon be filled by a sense of accomplishment . . . but I wasn’t sure I believed it. For two hundred years we had toiled and struggled, and our efforts had been met, not with thunderous applause, but the languid lapping of the lake.

　In the end, it was one of my companions who gave voice to the question on all of our minds.

　“Will we be disappearing too, then?”

　I would be lying if I said we understood the ramifications of altering history. In the selfsame instant the tower had disappeared, it was quite possible we could have been erased from existence. Yet there we remained. And while that came as something of a relief, it brought with it the unwelcome suspicion that G’raha Tia had failed in his mission . . .

　Conscious that others were watching, I shook my head. Causality be damned. I refused to believe our friend would allow our travails to be for naught. The Eighth Umbral Calamity had been averted, if not for us then in a divergent timeline.

　Unbeknownst to me, the others were busy reaching the same conclusion, and a laugh escaped the lips of someone in the crowd. Though the world yet remained in ruin, it was ours. A comforting─even comical─thought, considering what very well could have come to pass.

　Expunction from the pages of history no longer seeming to be in prospect, we enjoyed a moment of solace. Our forebears had overcome a great many trials that we might live to see that day, gaining control of the Crystal Tower, taming the wings of time, even harnessing the forces of the rift, and we were not about to let the event pass unmarked.

　Our moment of solace lasted exactly as long as it took the earth to begin shaking. Plucked from our reverie, we frantically scanned our surroundings hoping to find the source of the tremors even as someone cried, “Over there!” We followed his gaze towards the Keeper of the Lake, and what we saw there left us speechless.

　The wreckage we dared to call home was collapsing. Steel plating creaked and groaned in protest as it broke apart before disappearing beneath the water. Unbidden, the image of the rickety roof came guiltily to mind, and I wondered if we had been too lax in our renovations. Then the whole pile began to move. The serpentine frame wrapped around the ship was breathing, writhing, breaking free of its resting place.

　“By the gods!” a voice shrieked from the crowd. “Midgardsormr lives!”

　Our panic was soon drowned out by a deafening roar that all but shattered the heavens.

　My ears still ringing, I looked up to see that Midgardsormr had taken to the sky. After circling the lake, he bent his course towards us.

　No one dared move, nor even speak. We could only watch in horror as he made his approach. The engineer in me demanded to know why the great wyrm had chosen that moment to awaken, and I dully recalled the Crystal Tower–­shaped gap on the horizon. Its departure had doubtless disturbed his rest . . . My blood ran cold at the thought of what might happen next. But my doom-­laden musings were soon interrupted by a low, rumbling voice.

　“The tower . . . Is this your doing, children of man?”

　“A thousand apologies,” I croaked. “We didn’t mean . . . to wake you.”

　An agonizing silence followed. Before I knew it, my clenched fists were slippery with sweat. I tried telling myself I had nothing to fear, that the dragon had been a friend to Cid Garlond and the others once upon a time, but try as I might, I could not escape the feeling that I was about to be incinerated. The wyrm grunted.

　“Long have I waited. Watched as the world was shaped by your hand. Through war and calamity have I seen you struggle, devoting your fleeting lives to a dream you will never see.”

　For an instant, I contemplated pleading our case, but he spared me that embarrassment.

　“Such constancy in creatures so inconstant is impressive.”

　Midgardsormr loomed closer then, his eyes fixed on a young girl and the plaything in her hands. I felt my stomach drop as I recognized it as my grandfather’s Omega replica. Old as it was, my colleagues jokingly referred to it as a senior member of the Ironworks, and its age was certainly beginning to show. It randomly shut off, however often we replaced its power core, and faulty sensors ensured it haphazardly bumped into everyone and everything, including Midgardsormr himself, when his body still served as one of the walls of our workshop.

　In all honesty, building a new replica would have been less troublesome than fixing it. Yet we had agreed that such niceties should wait until after work on the Crystal Tower was finished. I cursed myself for not having stripped the infernal thing for scrap.

　Tilting his head down further to regard the faltering automaton, Midgardsormr made a most unusual sound. And though I knew nothing of dragons, I was almost certain it was a laugh.

　Recognizing the wyrm’s amusement, the trepidation I had felt but moments before vanished in an instant. My blood was racing, and I could feel an unfamiliar heat welling up within me. Suddenly, I remembered G’raha Tia’s words from the previous night.


　“Courage is not the absence of fear. It is the triumph over it.”



　Gathering my wits, I began to realize that Midgardsormr’s presence was not frightening, but exciting; that his choice to appear before us at that of all moments was an omen of much-­needed change. His eyes shifted to regard me, then, and I found the courage to return his unblinking gaze.

　“Tell me, child of man. What dost thou see at dream’s end?”

　“I see . . .”

　In my mind’s eye, I glimpsed a world where the Eighth Umbral Calamity had never come to pass, where Eorzea’s champion bestrode the realm, unbroken. But just as suddenly, I saw that this was G’raha Tia’s future, and not ours. Yet the skills we had honed to make that dream a reality were still ours to employ . . . Another image flashed before me.

　“I see a world pulled back from the brink.”

　This time, Midgardsormr’s booming laughter was unmistakable.

　“Very well. Under my protection shalt thou and thine rebuild, gaining newfound knowledge and the wisdom to wield it. Thus shall the children of man usher in a new Astral Era.”




And so our journey began anew. Would that G’raha Tia could see all that we will accomplish. Though we shall remain forever on different pages of history─and different books, besides─I take comfort in knowing we strive for a future of the selfsame brightness.
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A Dream Partnership
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Amaro in whom the old blood has quickened have a lifespan far exceeding that of their unawakened kin. Yet even these long-­lived specimens are not spared the ravages of time. Eyes become clouded, wings grow feeble and frail . . . And in the case of the hulking Seto, leader of the Wolekdorf amaro, old age has brought with it an ever-­growing desire to doze, as if the combined weight of more than a hundred winters were bearing down upon his eyelids. This day is no different. The venerable creature surrenders to the siren call of sleep as the sweet scent of flowers fills his nostrils, his mind’s eye soon flickering with visions of a warmly remembered past.
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A young amaro, emaciated and exhausted, stretched himself flat in a sunbaked corner of the city of Nabaath Areng. One glance at the pitiful creature told a story of protracted abuse, of a body beaten and deprived of anything beyond the bare essentials required for survival. No man nor beast would willingly choose those searing flagstones for a bed, but the bulky wagon to which the amaro was harnessed afforded him little choice in the matter. So here he would lie, conserving his strength until his owner returned to rouse him.


　Ah. The master has returned.



　A corpulent Hume emerged from a nearby stone-­built shopfront and strode purposefully towards the wagon, a cruel-­looking whip gripped tightly in his sausage-­like fingers. Crafted from the elastic sinews of a lizard, the lash delivered a terrible sting, which the amaro knew only too well. Even if fatigued to the point of collapse, when the whip spoke, he somehow found the will to answer.

　It comes . . .

　Would it be the neck or the shoulder? The back or the rump? The amaro hoped it would miss his snout, scrunching his eyes shut in anticipation of that agonizing snap which preceded every journey. But it never came.

　Confused, the amaro opened his eyes to see a young man standing directly between him and the scourge of his days. The stranger seemed scarcely out of boyhood, yet he balanced an oversized greataxe upon one shoulder with apparent ease.

　“Surrender yourself, Lamunth! The ‘Jade Fox’ has been unmasked.”

　Thus did the amaro first meet Ardbert, the man who would later name him “Seto.” It was an encounter which would, in the fullness of time, blossom into a true and lasting friendship.

　The seed for this roadside confrontation had, in fact, been sown several moons earlier, with the discovery of fake gemstones in the markets of Nabaath Areng. Of such cunning artifice were the jewels that even the most practiced appraisers had been taken in by their seeming perfection. Pride stung and reputations in tatters, the members of the Jewelers’ Guild had offered a bounty of staggering riches for the capture of the “Jade Fox,” as the mystery counterfeiter had come to be known.

　Word soon spread, and would-­be bounty hunters from across the land had converged upon the city in a mad scramble to claim the reward. Yet despite their best efforts to sniff out the Fox, they succeeded only in uncovering still more of the counterfeiter’s fabrications.

　It was a pair of novice adventurers─Ardbert and Lamitt─who finally brought the Jade Fox to justice. They had enlisted the aid of Branden, once a knight of Voeburt, and with his help, pierced the intricate veil of illusory magick placed upon the forgeries. Thus laid bare, the baubles’ origins could begin to be deduced, the evidence leading them at last to a man by the name of Lamunth.

　Upon collecting the bounty from the grateful jewelers, the three agreed to split the lavish purse equally. Yet recalling Branden’s not inconsiderable thirst for revelry, the other two had expressed reservations about awarding him his share all at once. They knew as well as he did that the whole lot might be drunk in the space of a night. And so he had grudgingly accepted Lamitt’s proposal to spread the spoils over a period of moons, even if it did mean joining them on the road for a while . . .

　Ardbert, for his part, had his own plans for this newfound fortune. Learning that the authorities had taken possession of Lamunth’s maltreated amaro, he wasted no time in negotiating a price for the creature.

　The amaro meekly tottered along behind his liberator until they reached the party’s lodgings, whereupon he immediately collapsed into a listless heap.

　“What were you thinking, boy?” Branden quipped. “The beast’s all skin and bones. I doubt he could survive a turn around the city, let alone a trip across the desert. Why, there’s not enough meat on him for a bowlful of stew!”

　The amaro snorted loudly, as if taking umbrage at the insult.

　“Don’t listen to that lout, Seto,” Ardbert said warmly, scratching the underside of the amaro’s jaw. “I’d sooner see him in the pot than you. And we’ll show him your true value soon enough!”

　In fairness to the knight, the city officials had shared Branden’s low opinion of “Seto.” They deemed the weakened creature a worthless investment, and would, Ardbert knew, have soon put him out of his misery. Unable to bear the thought, the young man had been moved to act. It was simple compassion which drove him, yet there was also curiosity─for in the piteous creature’s demeanor, he swore he had glimpsed a spark of something more.

　Born on a small isle in the seas of Kholusia, Ardbert had spent his childhood amongst the birds and the beasts, there being no others of his age to play with in the mountain village he called home. It was there that his grandfather, the boy’s only living relative, had instructed him in the care of all manner of livestock. This education included the habits of the noble amaro, and thus Seto’s unusual behavior had instantly piqued Ardbert’s interest. He had watched the poor creature bide his time, waiting until his cruel master had departed before sinking down to rest, in what appeared to be a deliberate bid to escape further punishment. And such rare intelligence was a thing to be nurtured.

　“Time to earn your keep, Seto!”

　At a whistle from Ardbert, the amaro trotted further out into the Fields of Amber and flopped heavily to the ground. Ardbert, meanwhile, quickly ducked behind a boulder, taking his place alongside the crouching figures of Branden and Lamitt. Local merchants had hired them to slay a vicious pack of coyotes that threatened the caravan route, and a bewildered Seto was playing the role of bait.

　“Still not much of a meal, is he?” Branden muttered, his bulky frame folded double in an awkward effort to remain unseen. “I hope those beasts are hungry . . .”

　Dimly aware of the larger man’s grumbling, Seto mused over his recent change in circumstances. Unlike his old master, Ardbert never struck or beat him. And he always made certain Seto had plenty to eat and drink. He had even brushed the filth from his feathers. Ardbert’s touch was kind, and when he scratched that spot beneath Seto’s jaw, the amaro almost felt like purring. It was an unfamiliar feeling.

　Then there were the “tricks.” Seto was mystified as to their purpose, but not wanting to anger his new owner and risk everything he’d gained, he did his best to perform as Ardbert directed. And now it seemed he was to be sacrificed.


　I should have known. Men are all the same.



　As he lay there despondent, resigned to his fate, Seto spotted the pack of coyotes approaching at an easy lope, and realized why he had been fed so well.

　“Seto─to me!”

　Greataxe raised, Ardbert came charging in his direction. Seto tilted his head in momentary confusion, then sprang to his feet. Concluding that he had not been left to die after all, he set off towards his new master as fast as his legs would carry him. And though he was unable to take flight, his body having yet to recover from years of malnourishment, he flapped his wings with frantic strength all the same.

　The predators duly took up the chase, and the sight of the earthbound amaro scrambling along in a blind panic had Branden in tears of laughter.

　“Hah! The scrawny rascal can move when it suits him!”

　Bridling at the knight’s mocking tone, Seto changed course. A dozen yalms short of his onrushing master, the amaro hopped high into the air and glided straight over Branden’s head. Moments later, the coyotes, which had been snapping at the amaro’s tail, were now snarling in the big man’s face.

　“Wha─? Argh!” Branden yelped, his smirk evaporating as he brought his shield up just in time.

　Thus did the adventurers draw in their quarry and put them
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To you who have made the journey to the iridescent waters of
the aetherial sea, I bid you welcome. Speak softly, my passing
neighbor, for here abide we who have shed our mortal burden
and attained a measure of peace.

Even were that not so, the coming performance shall fea-
ture no actors to deliver dialogue, nor musicians to provide
accompaniment. Instead, you shall bear witness to memories
unraveling. The works of the living—motes of passion dancing
amidst endless tides. Of this spectacle at the threshold of mor-
tal existence, we make a gift. A gift to you, who are part of the
unending cycle.

And so, without further ado, let the show begin. There is no
bell to ring, I fear, nor curtain to rise. Your eyelids, drawn
shut at the brink, I pray you now open once more. ..
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