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Darkness clung to the city like a damp shirt. This was the impenetrable darkness of a moonless, overcast night. Even the colors which would splash the sky and herald the coming sunrise were hours away, but in this darkness, it felt like that would take a lifetime to arrive. Ting. Ting. Ting. A heavy, hollow ringing sound echoed through the city like dozens of various-sized, bronze bells sprouted up under key points in the city overnight. This sound was new and unwelcome. This sound, disturbing the eerie tranquility that normally came with night watches, continued, reminding all who were awake of something ominous to come. The sound caused the city to stir earlier than it should have; concerned citizens peeked their heads out of their doors or windows to see if they could find the source of the ringing sound to no avail.

Michael despised patrolling the streets, especially at night. No matter what, once the sun went down, he felt like a thousand eyes watched him no matter where he moved. Tonight, with the ting-ing sound coming from under his feet, that sensation worsened and only added to the uncomfortable feeling of night watch. Without stopping, Michael periodically turned around to get a good look at his surroundings. Most guards carried a torch or lantern during their night patrols, but Michael wanted his eyes adjusted to the darkness as much as possible. He turned, the stiff leather soles of his shoes whispering faintly against the cobblestone beneath him, and scanned the street behind him, looking for any kind of threat he could possibly see. I have to get to the guardhouse, he thought. Someone there will know what to do. Even if no one did know what to do, they could at least form a plan for dealing with this noise.

Not wanting to waste any time, Michael took off running toward the nearest guardhouse. As he ran, the stiff leather armor he wore creaked and moaned, the sound soothing him slightly. His longsword swung at his hip and the shield on his back flapped like a singular wing, trying its hardest to achieve flight. The armor he wore, including his shield, bore the same crimson and gold colors as every other guard who walked the streets. On his chest showed a rampant griffin, the sigil of the king. The same griffin flew on every pennant and tapestry in the city and anywhere someone wanted to show allegiance to the king. The only person in the army who wore anything different was the Master General who wore shoulder boards bearing six stars in the shape of Deja, the phoenix constellation many travelers used for navigation as it was always found in the northern part of the sky no matter the time of year.

Rounding a corner onto a larger street, Michael nearly bumped into Týr, another guard also assigned to night watches. Týr always reminded Michael of a hunting wolf with the way he walked, never letting his eyes stay in one place long. One of Týr’s hands remained on the hilt of the knife he wore, and he repeatedly moved it out of the sheath enough to know the blade was free before slamming it back. The knife, not issued by the armory, was something he carried as a memento for his sister who died a couple of years before. She owned the wickedly curved blade and now it belonged to Týr. Many stories, some possibly true and others likely exaggerated, revolved around that knife and what the man could do with it.

“I loathe this sound, Michael,” Týr said. “This ringing almost sounds like a song which will be in my head for a few nights at least.”

“I’m on my way to the guardhouse to speak with the captain about it. Come with me?”

“You know the captain will pitch a fit about me leaving my post, even though investigating this noise should be more important than a lieutenant patrolling the streets. Do you know how many thieves would be out during this noise? None. I certainly don’t want to be out during this, but here I am.”

“Are you coming with me then?” Michael asked.

Týr nodded and spun on the balls of his feet before starting to run toward the guardhouse. Michael did the same, trying his best to keep up with the former thief. Even when he ran, his hand stayed on the knife hanging on his belt. Michael never could understand the obsession he had with the knife, but Michael was an only child. Some things were not meant to be understood, he decided. Together they ran a few blocks until Týr stopped, looked down an alley, and called to someone.

“Joshua, come with us! We may need some help talking sense into the captain.”

“That sounds better than trying to find the source of this noise,” the Mage said before exiting the alley and joining them.

Together the trio ran a few more blocks, changing direction a few times as they approached the guardhouse. When they arrived a few minutes later, the captain stood on the porch barking orders at a gaggle of guards who already gathered concerning the noise. The captain was a stout man with an overpowering persona and a wavering sense of decision-making. Once the trio came within view, the man’s face flushed red with a vein popping out in his forehead and neck. Thankfully, Michael realized that was just his normal reaction to seeing Týr. Týr should have been promoted to Guard-Captain, but an incident between him and the now-promoted captain stopped that from happening. Michael didn’t know nearly enough of the details about that and chose not to ask to maintain his ignorance of the subject. He disliked rumor-mongering.

“Lieutenant, take your sentries to the southeast corner of the city to see what you can learn about this noise. Report back any findings you have,” the captain said, waving a hand toward Týr, Michael, and Joshua.

“I’m sorry, but I’m not a sentry,” Joshua said firmly.

“Give me lip again and the Supreme Warlock will hear about you being openly insubordinate to a senior officer,” the captain threatened.

Joshua took a few moments to think about his next words before sighing and speaking resignedly. “Yes, sir.”

“That’s better, Mage,” the captain said with a sly grin on his face. “Now, move along you three. I don’t want to hear any more excuses. Report back at the next bell.”

Michael, Týr, and Joshua clapped their right hands to their chests and took off, running toward the southeast corner of the city. As they ran, the ringing sound grew louder. The loud noise caused the city to stir, and terror flooded every face Michael saw looking through the windows and doorways of their houses as the three men ran down the streets. He tried to stop and reassure a family but couldn’t fall behind his comrades who didn’t break from their fast pace. His heart ached for the people of the city.

As they came within sight of the city’s southeastern wall, the ground shook and the wall collapsed. The trio fell to the ground as a cloud of dust and stone pieces showered down on them from where the wall stood not even ten seconds before. The cloud of dust that rushed into the streets blocked everything more than a couple of meters from view. The ground trembled again, and something else came tumbling down, but with the dust from the first eruption blocking their vision, there was no way to know what exactly collapsed. More dust filled the streets, bringing less visibility. Michael and Joshua coughed as they both got back to their feet. Týr remained on the ground not moving, his left hand tucked under his stomach. Michael grabbed the shield off his back and held it over his head as more stone continued to rain down on them. Joshua, seeing this, cast a spell and a protective bubble formed around the trio which even cleared some of the dust out of their way. Chunks of stone flumph-ed off the top of the bubble and clattered against the cobblestone road at the edge of the spell.

Michael went to check Týr to make sure he was alive and, as he stepped toward his comrade, he saw looming shapes emerge through the dust cloud. The shapes, clearly not human, stood roughly three meters tall and more than one across at what Michael thought looked like shoulders. Michael quickly touched Týr’s neck to make sure he was still alive and, feeling his heartbeat, shook the man gently to try and wake him up. Joshua came over quickly and cast a spell that brought Týr back to consciousness. He gasped loudly and rolled onto his back before struggling briefly to stand. Michael helped him to his feet, his eyes locked on the approaching shapes the entire time.

“We have company,” Michael whispered to Týr.

“Shit!” Týr muttered under his breath.

“State your intentions!” Michael shouted, following protocol. He released Týr and his hand shot for his sword hilt.

The only response to Michael’s challenge that came through the dust was the clip-clop of hooves and labored breathing that sounded much like a bull. Michael, confused by the upright nature of the shadows and the sounds he heard, wracked his brain for possibilities but only came up with myths and other impossibilities. It can’t be a minotaur. Those don’t exist, he thought as the clacking of hooves continued coming closer. As the one shadow approached, Michael saw several others behind it, all moving together.

Before anyone could speak again, a tree branch swung through the bubble spell Joshua cast earlier, catching Michael directly in the chest. Air rushed from his lungs and an ache more severe than anything he felt before accompanied the crunch sound as the branch made contact. The force of the blow knocked him off his feet and into the nearest building. He slammed into the building’s façade and felt something shift inside his body followed by agonizing pain. His vision blurred and the world swirled around him as he sat against the ground unable to move without great amounts of pain shooting up his back and through his ribs. Michael fought the encroaching darkness as he watched Týr and Joshua fight off a pack of minotaurs. As two fell, a figure in a shadowy robe cut through the group of monsters and began fighting with Týr and Joshua. Those shadowy robes didn’t move as the mysterious, new arrival walked, and the newcomer looked as if he floated along the ground. Michael’s eyes closed involuntarily as a shower of sparks flashed from an impossibly dark sword the shadowy figure wielded. Everything around Michael faded into impregnable blackness. A void. A darkness that consumed everything.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One











[image: ]


Michael’s eyes snapped open, and his breath came in ragged gasps. Despite spring’s expected nighttime chill invading his room through the open window, he felt sweat cover his entire body. He whipped his blanket off himself and sat up, still trying to catch his breath. Within a few moments, his heart stopped racing and his breathing calmed down. He stood and walked to his dressing table, poured some water into the basin, and grabbed a wash rag. He dipped the rag into the cold water and wrung it out before wiping the sweat from his bare chest, neck, and face. His chest felt tight with the cold water, but he welcomed the cold after another unpleasant nightmare about the unknown city under siege by minotaurs and a black-robed figure. He didn’t know why these dreams kept happening, or why they grew more frequent as the days went by. In the past week, he experienced the same dream five times. He wracked his brain trying to learn what he could from the dream, but every time he tried to analyze it, memories of the dream slipped through his mental grasp like smoke. What he did know was the city was not Feldring. Actually, he knew he wasn’t anywhere on Prikea, based solely on the livery he and the other guards wore. No city in Prikea wore crimson and gold. The king’s court in Safdin wore tan with black ravens while Feldring’s soldiers bore black tabards with yellow lilies on their chests.

Regardless, he tried to analyze the dreams when they came to him, but he never got far with that task. Instead of trudging through the dissipating memories of his nightmare, this time he decided to try and relax his mind some. He looked out his bedroom window and cursed under his breath seeing how dark the night sky was. Though he didn’t have to work for Master Gamel in the morning, he would only have a few more hours to sleep before he needed to attend to house chores. Instead of fretting over the loss of sleep, he stoked the fire in his hearth and added another log to the dying embers to ensure the flames would at least have something to take hold of again. After prodding the embers, flames sparked back to life, and he sat on a nearby stool and grabbed his pipe and its accompanying pouch of tobacco leaves.

He skillfully packed the leaves into his pipe and grabbed a piece of kindling, placing it in the embers only long enough to get the end lit. He used the burning stick to light his pipe, blowing smoke out the sides of his mouth as he puffed at the mouthpiece held firmly between his teeth. The pipe lit quickly, and he tossed the burning stick back into the hearth. He stretched his legs toward the fire and let the heat warm his chilly feet. The heat from the waxing flames felt nice against the soles of his feet, a welcome relief from the cold, wooden floors of his bedroom.

Despite telling himself he wouldn’t analyze his dream, Michael found himself staring into the growing flames trying to pick apart everything he could remember. By this time, he should have his dreams memorized. They were always the same: he and two others patrolled the streets in a city he didn’t know right before an attack. Every dream ended the same way too. A tree branch struck him in the chest, throwing him into a nearby building while the other two fought off a horde of minotaurs and a black-cloaked figure with an impossibly dark sword. He never dreamed any further than that, though he sometimes wished he could just to see what would happen. These dreams felt like premonitions, but he knew such things were merely the stuff of stories. No one could tell the future or even inklings of it. It was all just nonsense that old women with nothing better to do would sell to you in hopes for more of your coins.

Michael, nearly finished with his pipe, grabbed his kettle, and filled it halfway with water before placing it over the fire to heat. He didn’t need a full boil to make tea but at least wanted the water warmed enough to make a pleasant drink. With the kettle over the fire, Michael finished smoking his pipe. Before he could clean the tobacco out of the bowl, he heard the faintest knock on his front door. Tap. Tap. Tap. The knocking sounded thrice then stopped and was just faint enough he almost thought it was only in his head.

Michael tapped his pipe vigorously onto the hearth, set it on his stool, and went down his stairs to the front door. He attempted to look through the windows beside the door to see who was knocking but saw nothing. Finding this odd, he cautiously opened the door just wide enough to see a man wearing tan, hooded robes with black accents. His heart started beating faster, and he opened the door all the way. He looked beyond the stranger at his door and saw no one else. Why is someone from the king’s court here? Michael wondered.

“Good morning. I’m sorry for the intrusion, but I am here because you are having recurring dreams of the future. May I come in?” the man asked with little room in his voice for Michael to refuse his request.

“How do you know about the dreams?” Michael asked, taken aback by the thought of a stranger showing up like this.

“The Order of Ravens knows of many things which threaten the world.”

“Well that hardly tells me anything,” Michael protested.

“I promise all will be explained in due time. May I come in?” the stranger asked again.

Michael hesitated for a moment, thinking of the implications this before sighing. “Of course. Come in. I have a kettle upstairs if you would like some tea. I can’t promise the water is quite ready yet, though.”

The man stepped into Michael’s front room and lowered his hood, revealing a shaved head, dark green eyes, dark eyebrows, and a strong jawline with a cleft chin. As his hands came down, Michael saw a black raven tattooed into the back of the man’s right hand. The tattoo was black with shimmering silver accents that almost looked like they moved as if the raven were flying on the back of the stranger’s hand. Everything about the man seemed normal except the color of his robes and the strange marking he bore on his right hand. Michael also wondered about the emblem he wore on his chest. This man has traveled here all the way from Safdin?

“Thank you for the offered tea, but I am fine for now. If you want some, please don’t let me keep you, Michael.”

“You know a lot about me, yet I know hardly anything about you, stranger,” Michael said, looking at the man for a moment before sitting in one of the chairs.

“I apologize for my lack of manners. My name is Joshua and I’m a priest with the Order of Ravens here on Prikea. I was sent here to discuss the dreams you’re having and see if you would come with me to speak with the others in my Order. I know this is a daunting request, but we need you to help us figure out what we can do to save the world. Your dreams have a connection to a great darkness in this world which the priesthood wishes to snuff out like a candle. While many stories call these dreams premonitions, we think of them as loose prophecy.”

“You said your name is Joshua?” Michael asked, thinking of the Mage in his dreams. It can’t just be a coincidence, can it?

“Correct. You seem more concerned about this revelation than I expected.”

Michael inhaled sharply. “Considering what you know about me and these dreams, I’m just concerned that you don’t see the coincidence in bearing the same name as someone from my dreams. Won’t you admit that’s at least convenient?”

“I’m not schooled in the ways of prophecy, sadly. I was merely told what I needed to know before heading here. As for the name, it is fairly common, so it’s hard to say.”

Michael thought about his options for a moment. “How long do I have to decide if I want to come with you? I would have to leave everything behind and that is something that takes time to consider.”

“I can remain here in Feldring for a short time while you consider your choices. If you need to find me, I will be praying at the temple. Take the time you need to make this decision, but I will not remain here long. Tomorrow evening, I will make my way back to Safdin as duties require my attention there,” Joshua said. “I want you to know that your dreams may mean something beyond grave is happening within the world. You may be the only person we know of having these nightmares.”

“That’s encouraging,” Michael said, trying not to sound sarcastic. “No pressure at all.”

“I don’t want to put any burden on you, but the fate of the world could be at stake. I know this is a lot of pressure on you, but please take your time and take this into consideration carefully. I understand if you don’t want to come with me, but please consider the weight of this decision.”

Michael stared at the floor in front of his feet while he considered. “Do you know how long I would be gone?”

“That I don’t know, but I can’t imagine it would be very long. It takes two days to ride to Safdin by horse, and I would imagine it would take some time to get your dreams sorted out with the other Ravens. I think you should expect to be gone for at least a week,” Joshua replied. “If anything would keep you longer, would it be a problem?”

“No, it won’t be a problem if I’m gone longer than a week. Master Gamel will understand if this is something that concerns the safety of the world,” Michael said. “Is there anything else that I can do for you at the moment?”

“I have nothing else. Please find me in the temple when you have made your decision,” Joshua replied, walking toward the door, and pulling his hood up as he reached the threshold.

“I will see you again once I make my decision,” Michael said.

Joshua nodded once and turned to walk down the street, not looking back at Michael as he moved silently. Michael watched the priest walk for a few moments before closing the door, setting the lock, and walking back upstairs. Once in his room, he removed the kettle from the hook over the fire and poured water into a cup before adding his tea leaves. While the tea steeped, he filled his pipe with more tobacco and lit that with another piece of kindling from the fireplace. He puffed at the pipe again and drank his tea as he considered what the priest said. It’s only a week, he thought. What’s the harm in that? Not much would happen at the store in a week, and Master Gamel would be fine with any of the work that arrived in that time. Michael wasn’t the carpenter’s only apprentice anyway. Everything would be fine. It’s not like he would be leaving for good, never to come back. That would be a different decision to make. He shifted on his stool as he thought about the prospects of being away for even a week or so. This was a tough decision.

Michael looked through his bedroom window at the Feldring skyline. The city, built into the side of a few mountains, overlooked the plains that approached the Gilded Mountains, a range that split the continent of Prikea into two large pieces. On the north of the mountain range stood one kingdom and to the south another, where Michael lived. The two kingdoms coexisted peacefully enough in the past and traded goods between themselves often. Most of those goods traveled through Feldring on their way to their destinations because a major river started high in the mountains and flowed east toward the sea. Michael looked at the tops of buildings as the sky began to change from a deep black to a lighter grey, verging on blue. The sun would rise in due time; Michael estimated that in about an hour and a half until there would be enough light to walk through the house without a candle or lamp lit. Feldring’s skyline was the only thing he knew in this life. How could he leave all this behind, even for a week’s journey to the capital city? What if he preferred the other city more? Would it be possible to uproot his life and live there for the foreseeable future? He didn’t have answers to these questions, though he knew they were trivial at best. He knew plenty of people who traveled outside of Feldring, but they always came back. Perhaps that should be enough to make this decision for him.

Michael finished drinking his cup of tea and smoking his pipe, then stood to get dressed. He needed to see to a few things before making his way to the temple to relay his decision to the priest. He pulled on his trousers and a shirt then made his way downstairs to his desk where parchment, a quill, inkwell, and sealing wax sat ready to use. He drafted a letter for Master Gamel and explained the entire situation from the dreams to the visit from the priest from the Order of Ravens. He omitted no details as he knew Master Gamel would ask many questions if anything were left out. He read through the letter after he finished writing, made sure everything at least made sense, then blew on the ink to ensure it dried fully before folding the letter and heating the end of the sealing wax. He placed a glob of the wax on the letter’s opening and pressed his seal, a simple sunrise with his name around the edge, into the wax. There would be no mistaking the origins of the letter when Master Gamel opened it in a couple of hours when the shop opened.

With his mind made up, and his letter to Master Gamel written, Michael went upstairs and packed what he would need for the journey with Joshua to the capital city. He placed his knapsack on his bed and threw some clothes into the bottom followed by a pouch of his favorite pipe tobacco which he just purchased the day before. He was originally against the idea of cherry-flavored tobacco but decided he would rather have that than no tobacco and it quickly became a favorite of his. Michael placed the pouch containing his pipe and the tobacco on top of everything within his sack then closed it and slung it over his shoulder. Before leaving his room, he ensured the fire in the hearth was out and any additional wood wasn’t left there for stray embers to take hold of. Finally, he grabbed his thick, wool coat and slung it over his arm just in case he needed it. Spring was still cold in the mornings in the mountains, and he figured he might need it. Better to have it and not need it than need it and not have it, his father’s words bounced into his head as he opened his front door and stepped into the street.

At this hour of the morning, few people other than the city watch walked the streets. Michael found himself among those few as he walked toward the temple where he would find Joshua meditating. Michael passed a pair of guards patrolling the street. One carried a torch which cast dancing shadows on their faces as they walked. Michael nodded and smiled at the guards as they passed, but they didn’t pay him any mind as they were focused on their duties. Michael turned his attention from the guards as they walked past him and once again focused on his task at hand. He needed to stop at the shop on his way to the temple to leave the letter for Master Gamel. While not entirely on the way to the temple, the workshop also wasn’t out of the way. He simply had to go a few blocks away before making his way down the main street within the city where the temple stood.

Michael reached the shop within a few minutes and used his key to unlock the front door. Everything in the store was exactly as he expected it: immaculate. Master Gamel ran a tight woodshop and tolerated very little when it came to errors. Samples of what they could make were placed in the front of the shop with simple tags that stated the type of wood, the price, and how long it would take to make the product. Michael always enjoyed making the rocking chairs or parts of them. Master Gamel, as a master carpenter, could make everything in the shop but generally stuck with the more complicated tasks or with just running the shop. Jordan, one of the other apprentices, did great carving, but she felt too self-conscious making anything other than the intricate engravings that acted as finishes to most of the products. Michael thought she did fine work with the lathe, but sometimes a person is their hardest critic and that could be difficult to get around. Michael personally disliked carvings and would do the rest of the work, then pass the project on to Jordan for finishing. She seemed to enjoy that arrangement as she got more time with the intricacies.

Michael shook his head and walked to the counter where Master Gamel would sit with the ledger and the catalog of everything else they could make. Knowing Master Gamel would only open the ledger as necessary, Michael opted to put his sealed letter neatly atop the ledger to ensure Master Gamel would see it right away when he came into the shop. Michael, with nothing else tying him to the shop for the week, Michael walked out the door and relocked it before continuing down the street to return to Feldring’s main street. He knew there were only a few blocks until he reached the temple and simply walked in that direction, watching the city as it started stirring as the sky grew lighter with each passing minute until, finally, full-blown sunlight blasted between the buildings and lit the streets. Something about the waking city seemed so peaceful, but Michael knew that tranquility wouldn’t last long as wagons would soon pour into the city to gather supplies to take elsewhere on the continent.

Michael reached the temple quickly and stopped to admire the marble façade and the carved double doors before opening one of the arched doors and walking inside. Inside the vestibule, Michael noted the six seraphs who guarded the Allfather carved into the marble walls, three on each side of the entrance. In the middle of the vestibule stood a small pedestal with a bowl resting atop which contained clean water. Not being an overly religious person, Michael simply walked around the holy water but did stop at the bank of partially lit candles. He grabbed one of the burning sticks left on the table, lit it with one of the other candles, then touched the fire to the unlit wick of another candle. He said a prayer for those he wished to remember and then put out the flame on the stick. He turned to the front of the temple’s sanctuary and saw Joshua kneeling at the altar with his hood pulled down and his shaved head bowed reverently. Not wanting to disturb the priest’s meditation, Michael walked as silently as he could and sat in one of the chairs set up in the temple, placing his knapsack in the chair beside him. He sat for only a few moments before Joshua raised his head and spoke to Michael without turning around.

“What decision have you made?” he asked.

“I will come with you. A week or maybe more is hardly any time at all. Life will still be here in Feldring after that,” Michael said.

“I appreciate your decision. You should know the world will be safer with this choice,” Joshua said as he stood and turned toward Michael. The raven on the back of his hand shimmered more than it had earlier this morning, but Michael figured it might be from the light coming into the temple through the stained-glass windows showing various saints and other religious figures.

“When do we leave for the capital?” Michael asked, grabbing his knapsack, then wondering why he asked the question when he was ready to leave right away.

“Do you need time before we leave? I have two horses in the stable, but they are covered until tomorrow. If you need more time, you can have another day,” Joshua said.

Michael took a moment to think about this but quickly pushed the notion of staying another day in Feldring out of his mind. “We can leave now. There’s no point delaying this any, right? I am feeling some doubts, though.”

“Doubt is a normal emotion in life. The Allfather may have chosen you for this, but your doubt shows that you are more than a carpenter’s apprentice.”

“What else does it make me?”

“Alive. It’s not important why the Allfather chooses us. What matters is our willingness to hear the call and follow. You shouldn’t feel shame for experiencing doubts in this, Michael,” Joshua said as he walked toward the entrance of the temple. Michael followed closely behind.

When he reached the stoup with the clean water, Joshua dipped his fingers just barely into the water and touched his forehead then his heart and mouthed something as he did so. Unsure what the priest said, Michael once again avoided using the stoup and instead walked around it toward the door waiting for Joshua who only took another moment. Michael pushed the door open by walking backward carefully, then waited for Joshua to lead the way to the stables. Together they walked toward the main gate of the city in silence. They avoided wagons and carts that bustled through the city streets on their way to the markets and the mines until Michael and Joshua reached the stables outside the gate.

Joshua walked in and spoke with the hand who seemed to immediately recognize him and nodded many times before rushing off toward two stalls. He whistled loudly toward the other two hands who rushed over and helped with retrieving the horses. The horses, one solid black except for a white splotch centered between its eyes, and the other solid white, walked resolutely behind the hand leading them by the reins. The young man handed the reins to Joshua who handed back a pouch that Michael assumed contained coins. The hands all bowed many times and helped Joshua and Michael both mount their horses. Joshua climbed into the black horse’s saddle with an ease that seemed almost natural. Michael, on the other hand, having only ridden a horse a few times in his life, struggled and needed help from the hands getting into his saddle. With what he hoped was a minimal effort, Michael finally situated himself in the saddle and grabbed the reins from the hands. Based on their size and how little they moved, Michael wondered if the horses were once war horses.

Seeing Michael settled in his saddle, Joshua tugged on his horse’s reins, and it started walking gracefully. Michael did nothing, but his horse started following the other by instinct it seemed. Michael grabbed the pommel on his saddle for dear life and hoped they wouldn’t be galloping soon as he feared falling off his horse going much faster than their current trot.

“Are you fine in the saddle, Michael?” Joshua asked, turning his head to look at his travel companion.

“It has been a while since I’ve ridden a horse. If we go much faster than this I will need some help, I think,” Michael replied, looking dead ahead as the road crested a hill and dropped gently toward the plains which butted up against the Gilded Mountains.

“We can slow down if you would like,” Joshua suggested.

“At least for now,” Michael said.

Joshua nodded and pulled his reins straight backward, pulling his horse in. Michael’s followed without any direction from its rider. They walked the horses along the road until Michael felt comfortable enough to trot again. Together, Michael and Joshua rode in near silence for about an hour until they came up to a small forest which the road split in half. Joshua snapped his reins as they reached the edge of the woods and his horse sped up slightly into a canter. Michael followed and his horse soon sped up to follow Joshua’s. Back in the groove of riding a horse, Michael felt more at ease and loosened his grip on the saddle’s pommel. He kept one hand on it but not tight enough for his knuckles to turn white again.

The trees they rode through showed signs of spring’s arrival. Buds blossomed on branches and birds sang their songs throughout the branches as Michael and Joshua rode through the woods. Michael even dared to take his gaze from the trail and look to his right as they rode, and he could see the scurrying of the rabbits and squirrels as they searched for fresh food after the long dead of winter. He quickly shot his gaze back to the road but smiled at the thought of life returning to the world after months of bitter chill and snow. He wanted to look back at the mountains to see if the snow was receding from the city like a middle-aged man’s hairline, but he dared not try that just yet. It was too early in his riding experience for that, especially while they were moving quicker than before.

The trees that formed the woods thickened, blocking out some of the sunlight. Michael saw a patch of light beams shoot through the canopy of leaves overhead and illuminate some moss-covered stone fragments. The pieces of stone looked to resemble a house or other such structure, but the pieces were scattered all around and the walls seemed to stand haphazardly. Michael stopped his horse to get a better look at the structure. Joshua stopped his horse as well and turned it around to return to Michael who already left the saddle and walked on foot toward the ruins. Joshua watched for a moment, dismounted, raised his hood, and walked over to join Michael at the side of the road. Getting a closer look, Michael saw patches of vines and ferns beginning to reclaim the profane structures of men that they left behind as a scar within nature. Joshua looked briefly, then turned to Michael with his hand stretched toward the ruins.

“These are the outskirts of what once was a kingdom here in Prikea. The name of this kingdom, and the cause of its demise, have long since faded from our history books, but these structures remain as the only remnants. This society collapsed long before our ancestors arrived on this continent, their history already nearly forgotten even then,” Joshua explained.

“Interesting. How long ago do you think anyone lived here?” Michael asked.

Joshua looked at the ruins and sighed. “A few hundred years. Maybe someday these ruins won’t even exist, and nature will thrive here again. We should only have about an hour or so left in these woods. Would you be against riding faster to get through them?”

“Not against going faster. I think I’m getting more comfortable in the saddle. My legs are a bit sore though.”

“We will be stopping for the night soon. Do you need a rest now before we head off again?” Joshua asked with a concerned look on the part of his face that Michael could see.

“If we could rest briefly, I’d appreciate that,” Michael said.

“Very well. Let’s take a few minutes and regain our strength,” Joshua said.

After a few minutes, Michaela and Joshua climbed back into their saddles and made their way through the remainder of the woods. As they rode, the wind picked up and the branches around them shook and clattered together. Some branches further into the woods broke under the force of the winds and fell to the ground, tumbling as they landed. Joshua motioned something to Michael and snapped his reins and leaned forward as his horse sped up. Michael followed Joshua’s lead, though he didn’t lean as far forward as the priest did. They rode like this for some time, until eventually the wind calmed down and the clouds over the top of the woods broke, letting sunlight once again filter through the leaves. Joshua slowed his horse to a trot and sat up as it slowed down. Michael again followed Joshua’s lead, pulling straight back on the reins to slow his beast.

“Not sure what that was about, but I hope it’s over,” Michael said.

“It should be, judging by the sky,” Joshua said, looking around.

They continued their ride in silence until they reached the edge of the woods and a fork in the road. One path continued south, while the other turned left, heading east. Joshua motioned toward the road that branched off, and Michael moved his reins so the horse would turn left. Not far after the fork in the road, Joshua stopped and dismounted from his saddle. He led the horse off the road a few meters and let the reins go. Michael also released his and watched as Joshua set up everything they would need for a campsite. Joshua removed two bedrolls from his saddle and some kindling from a saddlebag. With a few rocks from around their campsite, he soon had a ring set up and stacked the kindling and tinder for a fire. Michael offered to grab some fuel from the woods, and Joshua said he would get everything else set up in Michael’s absence. Michael returned about ten minutes later with plenty of wood for their stay and found Joshua meditating again. Michael looked as inconspicuously as he could at the raven on the back of the priest’s hand to see if it was shimmering again as it had been in the temple. Sadly, he could see nothing different about the raven this time and assumed the shimmering must have been from the light coming through the stained-glass windows.

“You’re curious about my talisman,” Joshua said, startling Michael who was setting up the logs on the fire.

“Your what?” Michael asked, not sure what the priest meant.

“The raven on my hand. It’s a mark all priests in my order wear. It’s a gift from the Allfather that we earn during our trials leading toward priesthood. It is harmless and does little for us besides allowing us to identify other priests. It may seem alive at times when I commune with the Allfather, but that’s about all it will do,” Joshua explained.

“It’s quite interesting. Earlier, in the temple, I thought I saw it shimmering,” Michael admitted. “Did you feel it when you received the talisman?”

“Not at all. Unlike a tattoo, this never was a wound in my flesh. The best way to think of it is that it exists between our realm and the Allfather’s. It’s not actually on my hand if that helps explain it,” Joshua explained as he leaned forward and worked at lighting the fire. “Feel free to make yourself comfortable, Michael.”

Michael unfurled his bedroll and a blanket he found tied to his saddle. He spread everything out on the ground as the fire crackled to life amid the kindling and the wood pieces Michael brought from the woods. With his bed established, Michael reached into his knapsack and removed his pipe and the pouch of tobacco, his third pipeful of tobacco that day. To Michael’s surprise, Joshua also removed a pipe from a pouch sitting next to him and filled its simple bowl with his own dried leaves. Michael watched but said nothing before fetching a burning stick from the fire to light his pipe. He handed the stick to Joshua who did the same thing before returning the stick to the fire.

“Most people would have something to say about a priest smoking a pipe, Michael,” Joshua said, a curious look on his face as he puffed gently at his mouthpiece.

“I have no reason to judge another person’s life choices,” Michael said, trying to make a smoke ring but failing. “Especially as I smoke my own pipe.”

“Our life would be easier if more people followed that same mindset. You’re quite wise to practice that, Michael,” Joshua said before he successfully blew a smoke ring toward the fire then blew a smaller one inside the first.

Michael laughed and continued his attempts at blowing a smoke ring until there was no more smoke to pull through his pipe. After cleaning out his pipe and putting it back in its pouch, Michael laid down, looked up at the night sky, and contemplated the stars that he saw and how far away they might be. He wondered if anyone spent time and figured that out or if the scholars spent their time studying the world in which they lived instead. Michael felt his eyes growing heavy and gave in to sleep as he considered the stars. As he drifted off, another dream captured his mind, showing him images of terrible things that
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