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TOWER OF THE EASTERN FRONTIER

ANNOTATION

The story of three warrior scouts who set out on a patrol to the easternmost Watchtower in the Borderlands, in order to find out why it has stopped sending signals to the capital. Along the way, they uncover a terrifying truth, which is confirmed at the Tower itself. Now their mission is, at any cost, to “revive” the outpost and deliver an urgent message.
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CHAPTER 1. TRINITY
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They were summoned to the inner courtyard of the barracks. It was quiet there now, the warriors were out on patrol, and the apprentices had been deliberately sent into the city on minor errands.

— Is everything ready? — asked Cat Bayun as he approached the voivode and the three assembled warriors.

— Yes, most wise Veshy, — replied the centurion Sartris, — the bravest have been chosen.

— More like the foolishest, — Ortris snorted.

— We have none such, — the voivode cut in sharply. — Better to cut away pieces of your arrogance...

— It’s what keeps me standing.

— He’s the finest tracker because he refuses the Cutting, — the archer Ilga interceded for Ortris. — That’s why I took him into the squad.

— He’s your brother! — Sartris smirked.

Bayun raised a paw and halted the dispute.

— Enough bickering... Your task is secret, and most dangerous... The Most Radiant Prince himself has given the order...

— What must be done, teacher? — asked the tall, dark-haired maiden plainly. — And why have you summoned this outsider here?

— This is the One Who Erases the Shadow, — Cat Bayun nodded toward the hooded man sitting silently upon a barrel. — His skills will aid you on the road... and, I hope, in completing the task. And this is the matter.

Veshy beckoned them closer.

— Listen well, all of you—especially you, Ilga. Last night, one of our Watch-Towers ceased sending word... — Bayun glanced at the three warriors and fell silent.

Ortris raised his hands.

— And what of it, Master Veshy? What is that to us?

The Cat smiled enigmatically and slowly shook his head.

— Let me speak, — the voivode Sartris interjected. — The Prince has ordered you to go to the Tower and learn what has befallen the watch stationed there. They sent a courier to the capital three days ago, and all was calm in those parts then, but afterward, contact was lost, both with the sentries and the tower itself.

— Just so, — Bayun nodded. — If a “living” Tower has fallen silent, then...

The Cat fell silent again and climbed atop the barrel.

— What?.. The Gloom?.. — Ilga asked.

— Perhaps, — Bayun answered evasively, — or something else... You will learn once you reach the Black Mountains.

— Where exactly is this silent Watch-Tower? — the tracker Ortris asked.

— Here, — the voivode unrolled a scroll and pointed at the map. — The eastern edge of the range. The farthest stronghold of the Frontier.

— There are as many Gloom and Excess there as water in the ocean! — Ortris whistled.

— Yes, yes, — Bayun agreed. — Yet the Gloom has not approached those borders for many years...

— The One Who Erases the Shadow is skilled — he knows how to “speak” with the Tower; he will help you, — the voivode said. — Look here: in the mountains, there is a hidden path — you need not climb the pass, — he traced the route again. — Keep to the right of the stream and further south, to here... Beyond the capital’s walls, move with caution; draw no attention... There will be empty lands, forests, and hills along the way... The Gloom in those parts sleeps, and the Excess should not appear at all...

Ortris and Ilga studied the map and nodded.

— Well then, warriors, your charge is simple — to reach the Tower, learn what has happened, and “revive” it... Will you make it?.. Will you succeed?..

— Yes, teacher, our ankho is strong! The command of Prince Sineus shall be fulfilled! — Ilga declared fervently and bowed.

— You, Ilga, are in command of your squad, so, command.

— She’s in charge again, — Ortris snorted.

— I should cut away your envy... One day I will persuade you, — his sister clapped the tracker on the shoulder and strode toward the tethered horses. Ortris followed her.

The hooded warrior went after them, walking in silence, keeping his thoughts to himself.

Thus the three left the capital of the Frontier.
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They rode fast — beyond the gates of the city stronghold, there was no other way. Though the Gloom had been lulled by years of silence, any intrusion upon its lands was never easily borne.

The last watch has sunk into darkness, Ilga reflected. Not without reason were not great heroes sent to such a distance, but merely a pitiful handful.

The maiden, trained by Bayun himself and well-versed in the art of Cutting, understood that though their small company could repel the Gloom, their ankho was far from heroic.

They rode swiftly, so, swiftly that after a hundred versts the horses were lathered and began to stumble. It was not the burden of their riders nor the weakness of the beasts. No — the horses of the Frontier had always been famed for their endurance. Rather, the very mire of the earth, steeped in darkness, pulled at the proud heads of the bays. The stale air of the empty lands poisoned water and food alike. The sun itself refused to show its face, yielding to shadow.

Such were the empty lands, disfigured by the scourge of the Gloom.

Ilga gave the order to dismount.

— We move on foot, and quickly, — said the archer. — Let the horses rest; water them only from your own skins.

She spoke chiefly to the silent hooded warrior. There was no sense explaining anything to her brother — he knew these lands better than she did. But the One Who Erases the Shadow was of another kind. Ilga had seldom encountered such as he.

— You are one of the Niyers, are you not?

The One Who Erases the Shadow nodded.

— Listen: the grass here is tainted — do not let your horse graze.

Another nod.

— We must reach Shator by sunset—a small traders’ outpost. If we do nothing foolish, we shall be there in time... So do nothing foolish. Is my command clear?

— Yes, Lady Ilga, — the One Who Erases the Shadow looked at her with deep blue eyes. In them she read a cold calmness and nodded in return.

— What is it, sister—decided to charm our helper? — Ortris chuckled dryly.

— I should cut away your insolence...

— Not a chance... Better remember this, — the tracker raised his voice slightly, — do not leave the path — there may be temporal traps in the fields.

— How can one tell? — the One Who Erases the Shadow suddenly asked.

— Plain to see — you’ve never gone farther than the manor grounds, — Ortris shook his head. — The Gloom itself, in its arrogance, has “gifted” us these dreadful snares. They may lie in the dust of the earth or hang in the void above your head... Step into a time trap, and what happens to you may be...

— What?..

— Anything... I’ve heard of Tristan... Ilga, do you remember Tristan, the stable lad who grazed cattle by the southern gate?..

— I remember...

— Well then, poor Tristan stepped into such a little snare. Only his foot was caught... In an instant it aged and withered, as though it belonged to a hundred-year-old man...

The One Who Erases the Shadow nodded.

Ortris smirked in return and began to sing softly.

The lighthouse choked in pitch-black night,
Who now will light its fading flame?
Unswerving still to truth and right,
Headlong into the deep he came.

— What lines are those? — the One Who Erases the Shadow inquired.

— Not exactly sure, — the tracker shrugged. — They used to tell them to us in childhood.

The song seemed strange to the Niyer, though its meaning was clear enough.

He nodded politely once more, keeping his opinion to himself.

They went on in silence, pausing only now and then to water the horses.

From time to time, to the left or the right of the riding path, muffled sounds would drift — faint cries, whimpers, growls, or hoots. Yet not once did anyone bar the way of the three warriors. The Gloom, stilled and as if waiting for something, did not attack...

My thoughts and my ankho tell me that all is calm along our path... Then why do the sentries not answer, why has the Tower ceased to speak to the prince?..

Ilga’s reflections did not cease until they reached the dead forest. There they could mount their horses again and ride slowly along the wall of twisted trunks — aspens, oaks, and firs.

The murk thickened, and at that moment, around the bend, they saw a glow.

Ortris glanced at his chronograph.

— We made it by sunset, — he said.

The warriors came upon Shator, a radiant outpost nestled between two wooded hills. Once, a battle had taken place there, leaving behind a modest yet enduring Beacon. The merchants had raised a vast tent at the crossroads, striving to echo its light with their own ankho. But over time their enterprise waned — fewer and fewer travelers from Neyer and wanderers from Esh-Na’ar came this way. Still, it remained an excellent waystation for the watchmen of the Watch-Towers.

The three warriors purchased one of the vacant tents for the night.

While Ortris slept, the One Who Erases the Shadow went to speak with the locals, and Ilga devoted herself to her eternal Cutting.
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