
Trees of Stone

By

Sean D. Mooney

Copyright © 2016 by Sean D. Mooney
All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof
may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever
without the express written permission of the publisher
except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
Printed in the United States of America

First Printing, 2016

Second Printing, 2024

ISBN 9781520621333


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Trees of Stone

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Chapter 78

Chapter 79

Chapter 80

Chapter 81

Chapter 82

Chapter 83

Chapter 84

Chapter 85

Chapter 86

This is dedicated to all those who I nagged with questions and for opinions but most especially to Kim who, among the many hats she wears - including being my best friend and editor, made this possible.

[image: A map of a island

Description automatically generated]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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In a silence akin to an eye of a hurricane, Tynnin appears at the end of the stone hallway. From where he stands, he can see a single door – nondescript, simple, nothing to indicate the importance of the figure that lives on the other side. Such importance must be protected by necessity as forces that covet such power occasionally arrive to claim or challenge such a weapon. During the day, guards patrol along this hallway, but those weren’t the protections that mattered. Tynnin could feel eyes upon him, or at least that was the simplest way to explain the feeling. Invisible wards lined the corridor. Some are designed to warn, others to punish, and still others to kill. But there’s nothing for him to fear as these walls know him. 

Then why is he afraid?

In silence, he stands. He reaches under his cloak to find the letter tucked into his belt. It could be his imagination, but Tynnin is certain the single sheet of parchment reflects the weight of the words written upon it. His eyes immediately fall upon the final words in the letter: “...bear not gifts, but an open mind, my friend.” He refolds the letter and slips it back under his belt. Cryptic and yet not in the least bit subtle.

Suddenly, the door at the end of the hall creaks halfway open – as if bored by waiting for the cowled figure to make up his mind. Tynnin takes a step, and in that instant, he knows there’s no going back. With each successive step, a more irritated sneer spreads over his lips. I’m being manipulated. I know it. And it will probably lead to my inevitable death. With rage boiling below Tynnin’s calm exterior, he reaches for the half-open door.

The well-groomed page standing just on the other side of the door, ready to take the traveler's cloak, jumps with fright at the sight of elven eyes, smoldering with anger. The boy’s mouth opens, but he remains silenced by fear.

Tynnin glances away from the boy as a cheerful voice draws his attention.

“Tynnin, how nice of you to decide to come in,” A’Zal claps his hands together and approaches steadily but slowly. The wizened figure places a hand on the shoulder of the page before gesturing inward to the chamber. “Sit, please.”

Tynnin says nothing as he brushes past the outstretched hand. He unclasps his hooded cloak, still damp from the outside air, and drapes it over one of the chairs. He remains standing until A’Zal returns to his chair at the head of the small rectangular table.

“Dayden, some refreshment, please.” 

The voice of his master jolts Dayden out of his stance. He pauses to collect himself and swiftly walks to a sideboard where a small tray with a glass jug and two cups sits. He returns to the table with the tray, but the rumors, the stories, every whisper he’s ever heard regarding the stern woodland Elf churns in his mind. An assassin, and one, it is said, who can kill with a look. Attempting to hide his terror, the boy looks to A’Zal, who smiles. With shaking hands, a cup is placed before Tynnin and filled. A second cup is placed in front of his master, also filled, and then, with a silent sigh of relief, the Dayden steps back to stand against the wall near the door.

The two figures at the table stare at each other in silence. A’Zal, a boyish grin on his face, takes up his and raises it to Tynnin. “To your happiness.” 

Tynnin’s hand stutters as he reaches for the cup in front of him. “And to yours,”

They sip, and then A’Zal waves the page away. “That will be all, Dayden, you may go.” A’Zal smiles at the visible relief – from both. “But take this to the King, if you please.” Dayden takes the folded parchment from A’Zal and rushes from the chamber. A’Zal shakes his head, almost laughing. “I’ve found that a frightened staff only makes for an untidy chamber – and cold meals.”

“Then you’re not doing it right,” Tynnin said.

“You can relax now.”

Tynnin removed his gloves and set them right beside him on the table. “You know, being served makes me uncomfortable. And you know, speaking near those I am unfamiliar with also makes me uncomfortable.”

“I know,” A’Zal laughs as he returns to his seat.

Tynnin’s eyes narrowed. “You told him to serve me, didn’t you?”

A’Zal’s response is delayed by his laughing. “Yes. I thought it would be funny.”

Tynnin folds his arms and leans back in his chair. He glances around the room, not wanting to look at A’Zal for fear the urge to leap upon him, dagger in hand, would prove overwhelming. The room has always been sparsely decorated, something Tynnin has always liked about the elderly Human, but even for A’Zal, the meeting chamber is blank. His family crest had been taken from the wall, and so had the few portraits. A flickering sconce by the door, the table and two chairs, and a small bundle of thick candles lighting the space between him and A’Zal remained in the room. The door to the inner bed chamber had been left open, and Tynnin could see the ornaments A’Zal usually kept upon the mantel had been removed. Curiosity and a little concern overtake irritation, and Tynnin glances back at his friend.

A’Zal follows Tynnin’s eyes around the room, and as the Elf looks back at him, he seizes the moment to speak first. “I need your help, Tynnin. History is upon us, my friend. The past is ahead, and I know not how it will end.” A’Zal draws in a deep breath as if reaching the surface after a desperate swim.

Tynnin leans forward. A’Zal is tired, which is easy to see. However, the elderly mage is showing his age, which is more disturbing. In his mind, he moves closer and places a consoling hand on A’Zal’s shoulder. In reality, Tynnin leans back into his seat. “Are you incapable of speaking to the point?”

“Too many years among Elves, I suppose.” A’Zal smirks. With a deep breath, he drums his fingers on the table. “The Athis Statue has been stolen, and I need you to go and find it.”

In spite of himself, Tynnin’s eyes widened. He hadn’t expected this, the straightforward truth. He sputters and stammers. His hands come down on the table with a thud. “What?” Unable to contain himself, Tynnin is on his feet and pacing. “It’s the second most guarded object in the kingdom,” he returns to his chair but does not sit. “Why me?”

“Because you’re the only one who can. Because if you don’t... if you don’t... the world will be changed forever if you don’t. And because you are my friend.”

“Changed forever? What is that supposed to mean? The rise of some great and powerful demon? The return of the Gods?” Tynnin spouts mockingly.

“Yes,” A’Zal says flatly.

“You have been spending too much time in your books.”

They stare at each other.

“Sit, please,” A’Zal gestures to Tynnin’s chair.

Tynnin offers no argument. “If your exaggerations are possible, then why not just go? You and I, we’ll disappear, leave this place. When this darkness comes, we’ll forge our own kingdom. If you like, a place of refuge for some of the fleeing masses.”

“Tynnin, you don’t understand,”

“Oh, but I do. Your statue was stolen, and a great disaster is looming. There have been others. I’ve lived through a few of them, and the best thing to do is to stay low and pick up the pieces afterward.”

A’Zal shakes his head. “No, Tynnin, I need you,”

“To go on some fool quest. You don’t need me. You need some brainless knight.”

“I need you.”

“No, what you need to do is to realize that I’m right. You can’t win against evil, A’Zal. The best we can do, the best any of us can do, is to be a thorn in evil’s side.”

“In other words, live to annoy.” A’Zal’s frustration starts to show. This is not going as he had planned – though it is going pretty much as he had feared.

“Yes,” Tynnin’s past comes to mind. “The good fall before evil, A’Zal - every time.”

“Tynnin,” but before A’Zal can finish, Tynnin is on his feet again.

An icy silence falls between them.

“You’re a self-important, stubborn Elf!” The mage’s hand thumps the sturdy oak of the table.

“And you’re a senile Human who’s lost touch with reality!” Anger has always come easy to Tynnin – almost always. 

A’Zal notes his companion's raised shoulders. Anger has thrown off the triangular symmetry of the tall, lean figure before him. He’s still the willowy beast that storms the halls, driving fear into most of the castle's inhabitants. Nothing will change that. A’Zal tucks his chin to his chest and slowly counts back from ten. With closed eyes, he begins again. “Tynnin, please,”

“No! This is ridiculous. I don’t see any reason to continue with this madness.” Tynnin moves to collect his gloves from the table. He pauses, his hand poised above the leather sheaths he’s never without.  “Not this time, A’Zal.”

“Tynnin,” A’Zal sighs. He lifts his arm and notices how heavy his robes feel. The dark-blue ceremonial garb had been for a quick meeting with the King, but Tynnin had arrived early. The sea-blue tunic and breeches folded neatly in the next room were more to his liking. The versatile uniform was good for a leisure horseback ride or scrambling for one’s life – not that he’d done either in several years. “Sit,” a hand momentarily appears from the sleeve of the robe before disappearing back into the folds. The gesture pushes the chair Tynnin had been sitting in from the table. “This is how it must be.”

The Elf turns to face A’Zal. He remembered the Human making a similar statement once before. He also remembered how that deadly situation had resolved itself. A’Zal was younger then; the energy of youth glowed in his face the way it always has, but now the skin was wrinkled and pale. Tynnin knows age has done nothing to dull his friend’s strength and power, but his sanity is in question. “Are you forgetting about Karack?” Tynnin approaches his chair but refuses to sit.

A’Zal admires his friend’s resilience. Even if you didn’t like him, and many didn’t, you had to admire him. “I have not forgotten about Karack. They won’t dare set foot on Sillum, not after what I did to them.”

“Time dulls the memory - for you, for them,”

“So what does that say about you?” A’Zal smiles even though Tynnin does not. “And have you seen one Karacken ship within fifty leagues of any of our lands?”

“Will they continue to remember once you are gone? Or is your feeble Human mind forgetting about that little fact?”

“Careful, Elf, you almost sound worried. Besides, who said I was going anywhere?”

Tynnin’s eyes narrow, and his upper lip twitches.

A’Zal smiles all the more, which only proves to increase the irritated look on Tynnin’s face. A’Zal clucks twice. He had no fear that the Elf’s hands now rest on the hilts of his gently curving swords. A’Zal had witnessed the deadly accuracy and strength of the twin scimitars that Tynnin wielded, but never, in countless years of friendship, had those points been raised in anger towards him. “Oh, don’t worry, I’m not sending you out on your own. I’m sure Dayden will be of great help to you.”

There’s a pause while Tynnin judges the seriousness of A’Zal’s statement. “Sometimes, I think you refuse to take life seriously.” Tynnin sits in a huff.

“And sometimes I know you take life too seriously.”

“When you have people hunting you down, then we’ll see how seriously you take life.”

“People aren’t out to get you.” A’Zal’s hand automatically begins rubbing the bridge of his nose. His dark tangle of unkempt hair falls forward as he lowers his head. “That was years ago, and you brought it on the both of you.” He hadn’t meant to say it. His head comes up, eyes apologetic. “Tynnin, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by that.”

Out of the silence, Tynnin says, “It has been,” he pauses, for longer than expected, “years.” 

The tone of voice is calm, but the hurt is obvious. A’Zal gently squeezes Tynnin’s wrist. “Will you do this for me?”

“Of course I will.” Tynnin snaps. “I don’t have to like it, though.”

“No,” A’Zal says with a smile, withdrawing his hand, “you don’t have to like it. But it needs to be done. Not for me. And not for yourself, but for the world.”

“Let’s not get back into that,” Tynnin is on his feet again. “As far as I’m concerned, a dear friend has had something stolen, and I’ve been asked to punish the thief.” Tynnin stops pacing. “The whole world can burn for all I care. Present company excluded, none are worth saving.”

“Alright then, forget about the rest of the world and just do it for me.”

“It is for you that I shouldn’t do this at all,” Tynnin spoke with stone seriousness. He suddenly throws up his hands and sits heavily in his chair again. “It’s not like this isn’t the first time this disaster has loomed over the world.”

“I was wondering how long it would take before you brought that up.”

“This is the third, right?” Tynnin asks, knowing full well it was not.

“The second, and neither time has it been my fault.” A’Zal felt his face flush. “We managed to pull through the last time. We can do it again.”

“If I remember the story properly, it strikes me that you are a lot older this time.”

“If we’re throwing ages around, should I point out yours?” Tynnin didn’t answer. A’Zal grunts with victory and continues. “But, as you say, I am a lot older this time. However, there are other things I can do to help, and, as I said, you won’t be alone.” The mage’s eyes glaze over as he stares off beyond the room. “A woman and a child,” his brow wrinkles.

“Nothing else?”

“I will need to prepare in order to see more. Seek me out in about two hours.”

Tynnin accepts the dismissal. “Just as well, I must speak with Ilinor.”

“About what?”

“If I am being forced to save the world, Illinor can pay for it.”
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Tynnin stands outside A’Zal’s door, pulling his gloves onto his hands. “This is ridiculous.” Reflecting on the conversation, Tynnin turns to face the door. Gentle fingertips are placed against the wooden surface before being sharply pulled away. “Ridiculous.”

A set of stairs and a few corridors later, Tynnin comes to the causeway separating the old and new sections of the castle. A relative distinction, Tynnin knew, as the new section is well over seven hundred years old. A couple is cuddling as they lean against one of the stone arches, enjoying each other while admiring the view.  

“A’Zal is an open book,” Tynnin mumbles as he crosses the causeway. “Every detail of his personality laid out page after page.” Stopping at an archway a few feet from the couple, Tynnin fills his lungs with the night air. Faint outlines of islands occasionally break up the northern sea's bleak and often choppy waters. Most are habitable and covered in tall evergreens and mist. On clear days with calm water, you could see nearly every island in the archipelago kingdom. This night, the weather is not calm, and the sky is cloudy, so despite a full moon, there is little to see but the nearby tree-covered rocky slopes. Tynnin thumps the stone sill and moves away. “He’s true to every thought and emotion as if to hide either were somehow miserly.” The couple nervously glances at him as he storms by. “I’ve never known him to lie, at least not well. Yet, during the entirety of the conversation, he was hiding something. I hate being lied to. Then there was the mention of her.” I need more information. 

For now, he pushed A’Zal to the back of his mind and focused on following the decorative inlaid lines of the polished surface of the cobbled hallway that passed underfoot. He arrives at the doors to the throne room a few minutes later – and, ignoring the two guards, forces his way inside.

The chamber is comprised of two sections: a main floor and a terrace. The main floor is capped in a domed ceiling. Along the walls are niches, some large enough to fit two or three life-sized statues, some much smaller where a single decorative urn or vase sat. The terrace is partially covered by an arching roof and can be reached by a wide set of three stairs to the far left of the main floor. The open area availed for a completely unobstructed view of the neighboring mountain. The mist from the waterfall can almost be touched from the railing of the terrace. Despite the open-air architecture, there is no chill to cover against.

Tynnin ignores the line of citizens seated along the line of benches near the door and moves with determination toward the two figures near the throne. The king is a fellow Elf, though corrupted by many Human failings. Namely, their penchant for misplacing sympathy with any sorry tale they encounter. Nonetheless, Ilinor is a respected leader. And, like his people, regardless of their origins, is tall and strong - but shaped like the willow tree. It’s hard to believe by their appearance, but these people are feard. Brilliant tacticians and masters of arcane devices, whose reputation alone has kept Sillum safe from war for two hundred years. Which has left the citizens plenty of time to contemplate history, philosophy and theory.

Traders from every land come to these shores. Commodities of all sorts can be exchanged, but what Sillum excels at is ideas. Answers were the main export and Ilinor - and every leader since the Formation of the Noble Houses after the Burning of the Temple - was elected monarch because of their ability and accuracy with answers.

With his face screwed into a look of angry determination, Tynnin marches unabashedly by the two pairs of guards’ hands that attempt to stop him and makes his way straight to the throne. The wooden seat of power appeared as if it had grown from the stone it sat upon. The high back was a weave of branches that stretched skyward and blossomed out into a canopy of leaves and vines that never seemed to lose their vibrancy. Ilinor is there, standing next to the great throne, his gold and white robes cascading down from his shoulders much the same way water streams towards the ocean. He is finishing some business with a trader from a foreign land. They glance towards Tynnin. “I need to speak with you,” Tynnin says, paying the fur-draped trader from Narnod no mind.

“You may have my attention in just a moment,” Ilinor says patiently. “You can have five hundred now, but the rest of the shipment will have to wait until you can pay for it.” He addresses the centaur.

The burly, four-legged figure accepts the offer with a guttural grunt. “It is more than generous. Thank you. I’ll leave you to the Yorling.” The trader nearly growls and moves away.

Tynnin barely steps aside to allow the centaur to pass and notes that two of the trader’s great hooves come dangerously close to treading on his foot.

“What can I do for you, Tynnin?” Ilinor lowers himself to his throne. The impressive chair made the king look even taller. Ilinor sat there with his sharp nose and pointed features, looking like a perched hawk, exalted ruler, and wise sage all in one.

Tynnin glances over his shoulder. “I’d like to speak to you alone.”

Ilinor considers this for a moment and then, sighing, “Of course.” He waves his hand, and the guards usher the waiting citizens from the chamber.

As the great doors close, “What happened?”

Ilinor considers the note that had recently been given to him by A’Zal’s page. “If A’Zal didn’t tell you, then I’m not sure I should.”

“He said it wasn’t his fault. I want to know whose it was.” Tynnin was pretty sure his tone didn’t count as shouting.

“You know very well you can be defeated without making a single mistake.” Ilinor ran his hand over his forehead, deciding to concede. “It is most puzzling. We had the Statue protected by any number of spells and charms, three guards at the door, and the Incarnation Chamber shielded. Whoever it was walked in unnoticed and back out with the Statue without tripping any of the webs or being seen by the guards. What’s worse is that I don’t know where the Statue is, or A’Zal for that matter.”

“A’Zal is in his room. I just left him there.”

“That’s not what I mean. I’m linked to the Statue. As ruler of this land, I should be able to close my eyes and point in its direction. I should be able to feel its presence and A’Zal’s, and at the moment, I wouldn’t be able to tell you if he were standing in the room.”

“He’s never mentioned that to me.” Jealous irritation creeps into his tone.

“It is his link to this world. His tether. I doubt there are many who have ever known about the exact nature of his relationship with the Statue.”

“His tether?!” This time, his tone is defiantly flush with anger. Tynnin pushes himself away from the throne and stomps toward the main doors. “I will speak with the guards on duty when the Statue was taken.”

“Tynnin,” echoes in the chamber as the King comes to his feet. The word is forceful without being shouted. Tynnin stops and turns. “You are welcome in this place. You are still welcome in this place as much as you dislike being indebted to us for offering you a haven. But you will offer me the respect my title deserves - or guest or not - I will throw you in the dungeon.” He spoke with quiet authority. He allows this to register on Tynnin’s face before continuing. “I do not regret extending you the hand of friendship,” Ilinor says, closing the gap between them, “even though harboring you angers our cousins across the sea. It is good for Lugh-Yor to feel a little insecure,” A soft smile cracks his lips. “Take this and go.” A key is placed in Tynnin’s hand.
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Tynnin bows and slips through the main doors. With all speed, he heads in the direction of the Incarnation Chamber. Several long corridors later, he reenters the old part of the castle. To most of the kingdom, the king’s castle is called Ril Ard-ra; however, to those who live in Ril Ard-ra this section of the castle is referred to by its original name, D’chas. The stone is a grayer shade than the rest of the castle, and there are signs of age here. Cracks ran through the stone. There are holes where portions have fallen away. There are even signs that the ceiling leaks when it rains. But there is nothing to fear because although the stone has been allowed to age out of some reverence, great care has been given through the strength of skilled craftsmen and protective spells to ensure D’chas would stand for eons.

The old castle has fewer torches and windows, which often left the halls draped in shadows and dark corners. Something Tynnin decides to use as he makes his approach. As Ilinor had stated, three stood guard over the entrance, two Elves and a Human. The hallway outside the chamber is dim, and Tynnin chooses to test the guards. In the shadows, in the dark, Tynnin could practically vanish. Although his skills of stealth were better apt for the forest, the poorly lit corridor he found himself in at the moment wasn’t proving to be too much of a challenge. He is almost within striking distance of the sentries before one of the Elves twitches and levels her bow down the hall.

“Step out of the shadows and identify yourself!” She demands. The other two joined her in readiness.

Tynnin pulls his hood from his head and steps into the light of the torches. He accepts their recognition and ignores the request to identify himself. “I want to know about the Statue.” He continues forward until the point of the arrow is poking his chest. His hands lower to rest on the hilts of his swords. “And I want to know why you allowed it to be stolen?”

“There was no way to have stopped it from happening.” The Elven warrior’s plate mail clinks as he lifts his great sword into the sheath held fast to his back.

“If there had been an enemy to fight, we would have gladly died doing so.” The smaller Human dressed in leather armor steps back but doesn’t withdraw his sword.

“No one passed this way, I can assure you of that,” The arrow in Tynnin’s chest eases off and is placed back into the quiver with the rest of its cousins. “Besides the magic guarding this room, there’s us, and even if we were defeated, none of us has the key to open the door,” The commanding she-Elf pulls on the handle to demonstrate. “He couldn’t have even been invisible because the room is guarded against such Power. It’s...” The warrior caught her words and glanced at her fellow guards.

Tynnin looks up from examining his gloves but does not speak to her.

“Well, it’s just that...the way we figure it, the only way for anyone to have even gotten their hands on the Statue was if they were already in the room when the door was shut and locked. But even if somehow that had happened, there’s no way he could have gotten out of the room.”

“Then the Thief couldn’t have been in the room, could he.” The very idea was absurd – and yet? “How often is the room checked?” Tynnin ignores the she-Elf as he brushes past her and reaches into his pouch for the key Ilinor had given him.

Despite the apparent disregard for her and the growing irritation with Ilinor’s guest, the she-Elf answers. “Once a day, just after sundown, usually by High Priest Jonavin, sometimes with King Ilinor, and sometimes it’s just Master A’Zal.”  

Jonavin, if Tynnin remembers correctly, is a middle-aged priest with a bad limp. “And who came the night it was stolen?” Tynnin directs his question over his shoulder as he enters the room.

Tynnin stands within the rectangular chamber, taking a moment to map the room. Twelve paces from end to end and about half as wide. At the far end of the room is a simple stone altar, in line with the altar is a pedestal, and a stone basket rests on the floor a few feet before the door. Four large braziers burn instantly to life as soon as his warm body enteres the room. No windows and no other doors can be seen. The room has been well maintained. There is no thick layer of dust on the floor, and other than the cluster of cobwebs tucked away in the upper corner of the ceiling, you wouldn’t know that the room hasn’t been used in over a hundred years. From what Tynnin remembered, the empty pedestal where the Athis Statue should have been displayed is the only thing out of place. 

The Statue is believed to be the last of fourteen created long ago by the great wizard Athis. Each was hand-carved from a single piece of jade and small enough to be easily carried in one hand. For the subject of the work, Athis had picked the god Bofus in his familiar meditation position. Why the statues had been created is a mystery lost to time. Tynnin had seen the Statue only once and was not impressed by the fat Human seated on a meditation bench. Tynnin walks the length of the room and back again, touching the pedestal and altar as he goes by each time. He then gave a closer inspection of the inscribed walls of the chamber. The floor-to-ceiling etchings are all done in exquisite relief and add texture to the stone surface.

“High Priest Jonavin came by that night with the King.” The she-Elf speaks into the silence when Tynnin’s inspection draws to a close.

Tynnin notices that none of the guards will enter the room. “Where is the priest now?” Tynnin asks although he did not stand up from inspecting the carved letters.

“He’s probably in the cloister still doing penance. I heard he’s been there since right after he raised the alarm.” The she-Elf answers. 

“What happened after the alarm went up?” Tynnin stands and directs his attention to the pedestal, where he begins tapping his fingers against the smooth surface. The guards don’t answer. They pass glances amongst each other. Tynnin whirls on them, rushing towards them like an oncoming storm. “Did you stay? Did you go? Did some of you stay? Were more guards brought here? What? What happened?”

“We followed King Ilinor and the High Priest Dyfid to the throne room. From there, with all the guards, we did a room-by-room search for the thief.” The she-Elf takes a step back.

“Was the door left open?”

The she-Elf’s eyes narrow. “I believe so. I mean, there was no reason to have shut it.”

As Tynnin opens his mouth to ask another question, he and the three guards are blinded by a sudden and prolonged flash of light. It continued to burn their eyes for several seconds before the ground beneath them convulsed. In the wake of the unexpected event, there is silence. The light is gone, but for the red blob annoyingly covering everything Tynnin looks at. There is no indication of what source powered the flash and no reason why it vanished as suddenly as it appeared. And then, in a sudden flash of insight nearly as bright as the vanishing redness, Tynnin scrambles to his feet and speeds past the confused guards.

In the hallway he turns left and continues down it until he reaches a spiral staircase cut into the wall. Taking two steps at a time, he vaults himself up the stairs. As he comes to the top, he turns left again into another hallway and finally a right into the corridor that led to A’Zal’s chambers.  There is the briefest of pauses as he catches sight of a guard getting to his feet. There is something else too - the wards are gone - not gone but asleep if that word can be used to describe magical wards. They are still in place from what Tynnin can sense, but had been somehow turned off, or silenced. Magic isn’t his specialty, but Tynnin can read the ebbs and flows of its energies. He runs his fingers along one of the arcane symbols on the wall. It’s as if the energy has been redirected. “Redirected where?”

His swords are instantly in hand as he steps away from the wall. “Stand aside!” Tynnin commands of the Human, who is still adjusting his leather armor. Out of instinct, the guard thrusts his spear out to meet Tynnin’s advance – and regrets it instantly. Tynnin blocks the strike with one sword and disarms the guard with the second. “I said, stand aside.” With determination, Tynnin continues to the now unguarded door. Before he can reach for the handle, he is struck down by a charged bolt. 

When he sits up, he is several feet away from the door. His scimitars are no longer in his hands but lie on the cobbled surface to either side. The door is now blocked by a shimmering blue haze that wavers as if feeling the ebb and flow of invisible currents. Tynnin stands, rounding on the frightened-looking guard.

The guard catches the fire in Tynnin’s eyes and begins to back up but is soon shouting for his life as the bedeviled Elf leaps at him. “I have a letter!” The guard screams.

The guard is pressed hard against the wall.

“Master Tynnin, I have a letter! It’s from Master A’Zal! He gave it to me not a moment ago.”

“Tynnin,” a calm voice speaks from a few paces behind.

Tynnin doesn’t have to look to see that it is Ilinor and by the soft shuffle of feet, he has brought several guards. “Give it to me.” Tynnin sneers. The guard reacts quickly and produces the letter he has spoken of. Tynnin snatches the parchment away and promptly breaks the seal. Before reading, he looks over his shoulder to the guard, then takes several steps away.

My oldest friend,

I do not envy the task before you, but I do stress the need for immediacy.  They are already ahead of you, and there is no second place in this race.  There will be others to lend you aid along the journey.  Look for a boy and watch over him as I know you would watch over me.  I can offer you little guidance, for the end is unwritten, but I can say how the story begins - Plenaz.

Yours,  A’Zal

Tynnin takes a step towards the door and then stops. The blue glow, if not the ache in his chest, reminds him of the guardian spell cast over the entrance. “I don’t understand. Why would he lock himself behind a barrier?”

“To protect himself?” Ilinor says but shakes his head slowly. “More likely to protect others.” He approaches Tynnin and reaches out a hand for his shoulder. “Be calm, my brother.”

Tynnin flinches from the outstretched hand and bends to retrieve his weapons. “I can think of none who would make such a claim, especially an Elf.” 

“What does the letter say?” Before his words are out, Tynnin stuffs the note into Ilinor’s hand.

“I need to borrow one of your mages.” Tynnin commands.

Ilinor stands motionless as he reads A’Zal’s letter. “I know what you are thinking, but I cannot help you that way.”

“Why not?!”

“The only mage powerful enough to transport you as far as Plenaz resides behind that barrier.” Ilinor nods to the blue haze. “What about a linking spell?”

“There is no one, Tynnin.” Ilinor holds up his hand to stop another question. “The Larnel is the fastest ship in my fleet. You will be in Plenaz in two days.”

“I will not travel by ship!”

“You have little choice,” Ilinor spoke softly despite Tynnin’s continued shouting.

Tynnin sheathes his swords and scowls at Ilinor. “Why would anyone go to Plenaz anyway?” he asks, more in control of his anger.  “What’s there but swamps and trees? It’s a backwater land, not worth the insect bites you’d get trying to set up a colony. It must be over a century since anyone has set foot in that land?”

“Three, actually,” Ilinor says. He follows Tynnin’s eyes to the shielded door. “Orvel,” he calls out. “Keep your post here. Narin, prepare the Larnel for departure. The rest of you, back to your duties.” The hall empties quickly. “Tynnin, your ship awaits. Tonight is the full moon. It is fortuitous to begin a journey on such a night.”

Tynnin finds no comfort in those words.
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Icy cold water slaps Kylii’s face. She recognizes the taste of the rivulets winding down her face and over her lips. In her daze, she wonders how she had wandered into that sliver of a mountain stream just at the bottom of the hill. She didn’t remember getting up. She most certainly didn’t remember tripping and falling into that shallow gully. Her confused mind finally falls on the truth – she blinks, and the small room comes into focus. Her blood runs cold. Her stomach twists into knots. She bolts up into a sitting position.

Her tiny cabin is crowded shoulder-to-shoulder with soldiers. As her hand comes up and words of power are on the tip of her tongue, a fist rams into her abdomen. Hands press her down. Pain springs from her shoulders. Fighting for air, Kylii opens her mouth to speak the words to cast these soldiers away.

“The gag, you idiots!” A voice calls out an admonishing order.

A foul-smelling rag is quickly raised over her head and tied tightly over her mouth. There’s nothing left to do but grumble inwardly at being caught while asleep. Although she is surprised at the room full of soldiers, the fact that she’s being arrested doesn’t come as any shock. Bran is in no short supply of holy soldiers. The red uniforms of the Crimson Guard were known to everyone in the land. Arrests were made daily with seemingly little provocation. The patrols and sweeps had been more numerous in the last few weeks since Phillious’s arrival in the region. Apparently, limiting myself to the foothills hadn’t been enough to keep them off my trail.

“There’s no use struggling. Even if you managed to overpower us, another ten men are outside.” A broad-shoulder, armored man steps forward. 

Kylii recognized him, and suddenly, things appeared far worse than she had thought. Mentis, a man with the rank of neron – a distinguished achievement – is the Warden’s Grand Marshal. 

“I didn’t think mages slept.” There’s a grating tone to his voice, almost as if he growled every word he spoke. It matched well with the imposing nature that circled about him like an aura of disdain. Much of the frightening presence was because of his face, a mangle of scared skin looked down on everyone he spoke with. Though some of life’s lessons had been slashed into him by one successful military campaign after another, the bulk of the damage had occurred in early childhood from a fire it is said he set himself.

A crimson guard with a golden sash - Kylii notes the rank of vosron - steps in next to Neron Mentis. A smirk appears on his lips. “Not that being awake would have helped. Since when has an Elf been a match for the Crimson Guard?” 

Kylii is aware of that unfortunate truth. 

The vosron grows ever more irritated with Kylii’s lack of response. “What? Nothing to say? I’ve never known your kind to be without a mouthful of words.”

Kylii rolls her eyes and waits for the soldier to realize what keeps her from speaking. In a moment, the gag is ordered to be removed. In its place, a dagger’s edge floated at her throat. She clears her throat. “Neron Airious Mentis, how nice of you to visit.”

“How dare you,” the vosron spat but is halted by Mentis holding up his hand.

After a moment, Kylii continued. “I didn’t realize I was important enough to warrant the attention of the Warden’s top military commander. Or are you here on behalf of Provis?” She doesn’t wait for him to answer. “What time is it?” She asks politely.  

The vosron answers, “About an hour past first light.”

“Ah, well then, that explains it. I’ve overslept.” Kylii leans to the side to see around Neron Mentis. On the floor by the door is a small pile of charred sticks and ash, the spent remains of the warning spell she had set up before falling asleep.

Neron Mentis looks on with sunken eyes, stretching his neck against the chaffing of his uniform. “Vosron Tibit, let’s just do what we came here to do and be done with it.”

Vosron Tibit snaps his fingers. The guards respond instantly and begin lifting Kylii from the bed. The action is halted as another figure hobbles into the already cramped quarters. An old and bent monk with a gray tattered prayer shawl held shut by a frayed cord from which a single leather pouch hung enters the cabin. He grips the staff he used to help him walk tightly with both hands. Bald but for a ring of light brown hair and with a scathing look about him, he limps into the room. “You should kill her on the spot, Neron. Her own words are villainous and vile. Few may use our most glorious Emissary, his eminence Abnak Provis, given name, and she spits it out as if it were common to her tongue.” The priest absently wraps his fingers around the end of the necklace he wore. He grips the small religious icon tightly – a flat gold arrowhead-shaped stone with the tapered end curved up slightly like the tip of a claw.

Kylii is familiar with that symbol and wonders if Phillious knows its magical origins. “Phillious?” Kylii says, seeing no reason to hide her surprise. “I’ve never been this close to so many noble patrons of our land.” She pauses to see if they can sense the lack of endearment. “Tell me, priest, are you still scurrying about being Provis’ lapdog? Or have you finally set your sights on your own goals?”

Mentis steps between the elder priest and the Elf. “Her words are just more evidence against her. Fair Hand of the Most Holy, the trial is assured to be swift and true.”

“Trial!” Phillious spat. “She is guilty. Death is her only salvation.”

“That may be so, but it is up to the Warden to hear her case and choose her demise.” Mentis waves the guards to continue their duty.

“What is there to hear? The Divine of the great city of Baratus has already made it clear what must happen to her. She will be cast into the flames just like the rest.”

“Even his Eminence recognizes the need for a trial. And since the Emissary is roughly two hundred and fifty leagues away, that leaves Warden Gemmus to hear the case.” Mentis follows quickly on the heels of his soldiers and is on his horse before Phillious has hobbled from the cabin.

Kylii is thrown into the back of a wagon. Her hands are still tied behind her back, though the gag hadn’t been replaced. It’s useless to attempt escape. She knows she’d never be able to overpower enough of the soldiers to successfully get away over the open ground of the hill country. If not for the situation, the day is very enjoyable. The air is cool, and the sky is clear. A pleasant spring day, for which she is thankful as the simple dress she had fallen asleep in is meant for summer walks. 

The thunder of hooves fills the air as half the patrol, Mentis included, pounds away. The rest wait until Phillious is seated next to the driver of the wagon and then follow in the vehicle’s wake as it pulls away from the cabin. 

Kylii stares at the back of the priest’s head. She couldn’t imagine what magic they could have seen her practice. She had never been shy about performing her craft, but she was always careful to do it privately. The last of the Ekein. She sighs inwardly. I guess the rebellion ends today. That thought gives her plenty of sad memories to occupy her mind for the better part of the trip. “How did you find me?” she finally asks after an hour.

Phillious glances over his shoulder. “Divine guidance.” He smiles. “The priests of Tallis aided me in my meditation as I asked our Lord to show me the sinner Kylii. Fire burned the very spot on a map we use to track down such sinners as you.” He turns further and looks directly at her.  His cold, narrow eyes fix on her, and his sagging jowls quiver as his smile sinks abruptly. “Never has the Lord been so emphatic. Usually a glow accompanies such a request, but with you, it was flames. Surely, your soul's depths are much more tainted than the average sinner.”

“As I thought. You used a locator spell.” Kylii says and is happy to see the priest's pale face turn red. 

They did not speak for the rest of the trip.
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Tallis comes into view. The city occupies a rocky cliff ledge overlooking the White Crest Sea. It stands guarded by a sharp drop to the north, the dense Forest of Gilded Moss to the west, and a man-made stone wall to the south and eastern exposures. Occasionally, over the years, she’s had reason to enter the city of pillars and domes, but despite the beautiful architecture, Kylii found the provincial capital gray and oppressive. The only saving grace is the Jessup Trees. The larger-than-life stone trees, utterly lifelike in every way, crafted many thousands of years ago for reasons long since forgotten, stood as witnesses or guardians near the edge of the cliff overlooking the sea. Whatever the reason for their creation, in Bran, the worst of the guilty are sent to one of two places: Baratus to see the Emissary or Tallis to burn under the Jessup Trees.

Kylii knows her destination even before passing under the gate. The stout keep at the center of town served as, among other things, the jail. More specifically, she knows she will be taken to the catacombs. A natural warren of tunnels under the city has been converted into a place to house those charged with a variety of offenses; most were fabricated warrants or frivolous infractions. She had been down there once before, searching for some elusive and rare fungus. She is pretty sure this will be just as unpleasant. 

With its cargo, the wagon rolls onto the narrow streets of Tallis. People are taking full advantage of the balmy weather. Seldom, though, did anyone look up to watch the wagon. They did everything they could to not even glance in the same direction if possible. 

Kylii sighs. There are two types of people in Bran. The defeated and the righteous. Kylii thanks the Powers that the streets aren’t lined with the latter. She does appreciate the choice of colors. In keeping with the city's holiness, every building is decorated in burgundy and gold. In windows and on pillars are plaques or the painted symbol of the Orders - as if the leadership feared some random person would show up and say, “Here, this one. This one isn’t marked in any way, it must belong to anyone.” Then, promptly begin to haul the building away, stone by stone.

In many ways she felt pity for these people, not anger – to be so lost and insecure.  

The wagon enters a small clearing that separates the keep from the town of Tallis. It passes under the open gates, stopping a short time later in front of a simple door – a large, slightly faded arrowhead painted in gold is emblazoned on the wood. “I’ll pray for your soul,” Phillious says as he climbs down from his seat.

“And I’ll pray for yours.” Kylii smiles at the priest.

Kylii is not given the option to walk. She is hefted from the wagon and through the door. Through the door is a staircase leading down. It smells of damp stone and mildew – a little further along, the stench of death and fear is added to the air. It is unpleasant to say the least, but what Kylii is more upset about is not being allowed to use her own two feet.

Down the stairs and around a corner, the sounds of the incarcerated begin filling the air. Those in pain whisper while others shout, moan, cry, and plead. As Kylii is carried by the cells, fingers are now pointed, and whispers of another kind are shared. “Lock her up with the others like her,” one of the guards says with contempt.

They stop in front of a sturdy wooden door with an iron-barred window. Kylii is tossed in, and the door is shut before she can raise her head from the scum-covered stone floor. The harsh handling had taken the wind from her. Kylii stays suspended on her hands and knees, her black hair hanging loosely about her face. She listens to the hushed voices, hearing every word without the slightest trouble.  

“Nasty Elf.”

“Should be with its own kind.”

“How dare they trap us together!”

“Mommy, what’s that?”

“Kylii?” A voice spoke out above the rest. “Kylii, is that you?”

“Are any other Elves stubborn enough to still live in Bran?” Kylii coughs and sits back on her heels. She recognizes the woman speaking to her. She’s the wife of a baker. Kylii was never shy about stopping into their shop to buy some sweets. She’s a robust Human who speaks her mind about crown and church.

The ruddy-faced woman comes to Kylii’s side. “Praise the Maker! I hear still that there are a few of your meddlesome kind around. I see, however, that the fanatics have finally decided to arrest you.” She absently plucks a piece of hay from Kylii’s hair. “Why don’t you come sit by me?  It’s no cleaner, but at least you’ll have me to talk to.”

“Thank you, Venora.”

“Mommy, I’m thirsty. When can we go home?” A child whines.

The mother answers with tears.

Kylii turns to face the youth. She reaches her hand out, fingers clenched in a fist. After a second, she opens her hand, palm down. A crack in the floor begins to spill over with water. After a few moments, a spouting spring bubbles forth. It makes no puddles where the splashing water strikes the dirty floor. “Drink your fill, but do so quickly.”

“Heavens, no!” Exclaims the mother and forcibly draws her daughter to her bosom. “Aren’t we all in enough trouble?”

Kylii shrugs. She is, however, happy to see others, probably figuring they had nothing left to lose, greedily slurping their fill from the magical spring.

“You’d think you’d have more friends,” Venora says.

“Dare I ask about your husband?”

“Victor,” Venora stares at her feet. “That old goat! He didn’t make it through the church’s latest buyout. The geezer that held the deed to the land our shop was on finally died. In his will, instead of giving it over to us, he gave it to the blessed church. The Keepers of the Faith thought that half our profits and monthly tribute should be sent to Baratus to support the Holy Orders.”

“I see.”

“Well, maybe you do, but there’s more to it. Now, Victor, for the most part, followed the Holy Orders, but this was going too far. He spoke to Phillious about it.” 

Kylii’s eyes widen. 

“Yes, I know.” Venora shook her head. “Victor said that Phillious was happy to see what he could do about the situation. The next morning, we awoke to a mob ransacked the shop. These were our friends,” Venora is at a loss for words for a few moments. “They called us sinners and shouted, ‘How dare you question the church!?’” It was a madhouse. They killed Victor on the spot and threw me in here. It was decided that I had to have used some sort of woman bewitchery because there was no other explanation for a God-fearing man such as Victor to have turned against the Church.” She sniffles and uses her sleeve to wipe her nose and eyes. She clears her throat. “No matter, I suppose. I hated getting up so early to start the ovens warming.” She smiles, but it is forced and only brings more attention to the tears in her eyes.

As they watch the last of the conjured spring vanish, there comes the sound of a pair of heavy footsteps approaching their cell. “Elf!” A guard shouts through the barred window. “The Warden will hear your case now.” A clank of the key is fitted into the lock, and then the door stands open.

“Well, deary, it seems they’re very eager to be done with you. You must have done something very naughty.” Venora pats the Kylii’s hand.

“I’m dying to find out what it is.” Kylii smiles.

Each guard takes an arm, and they lift Kylii from the floor again. They carried her up a different stairway this time, emerging in an open gallery. The solid wooden floor doesn’t creak once as the guards move across it. The high domed ceiling is ringed with windows that allow plenty of light to see the detailed carvings that seem to spring from the walls. The room is behind them in seconds, and they are into another. This room is buttressed with wooden beams with a cobbled stone floor. It stretches out for what seems to Kylii as an unnecessarily long distance, and at the end sat a throne upon a dais.

Warden Gemmus is seated there, his legs crossed, one elbow on the arm of the chair which he used to keep his head up, the other arm rested in his lap. His bored expression drops as he sees Kylii. “Ah, the Elf.”

Kylii fumes, but says nothing.

“This is the one I’ve been telling you about,” Phillious spoke, his chest puffed and his voice seething with venom.

Gemmus takes a moment to sum up this great sinner before him. He had seen her once or twice in years past, but never this close. He recalled her willowy frame, dark hair, and oval face, but now he can see that willowy is far from the correct description. Lean, yes, but strong. More like bamboo, he thinks to himself. However, by far the most striking of her features are her eyes. Set perfectly above the shapely contours of her lips and the small, ever-so-slightly upturned nose, are the most exquisite pair of hazel eyes, like two emeralds freshly dug from the clutches of the ground. She is a beautiful creature, and he had to admit to some regret at having to order her death. “Did you think I would confuse her for some other Elf?”

“They do all look alike, Warden.” Mentis grouses.

“Ah, what other Elf do you know of who’s stubborn enough to still live in Bran?”

Kylii tries to hide her smile.

“Did I say something funny?”

She thought of something, decided not to say it, thought some more, and then decided to say it anyway. “Yes, Humans can be very amusing, like children.”

“You see!” Phillious shouts. “It has been over a month since I arrived to quell that rebellion you refused to rein in. Even they were not as blasphemous as this creature.”

“I will ever be in your debt, Hand of the Most Holy. Again, I apologize for not seeing the questioning of burdensome taxation as rebellion.” Gemmus bows his head.

“Questions lead to more questions, which leads to a clouded mind. The Orders guide us. They tell us our place. She no longer walks the Straight and Narrow and even celebrates her wickedness. She has strayed from the Path. With every word, she proves the case against her.”

“And what is the case against me?”

“She’s a bold one, isn’t she Airious?” Gemmus smiles.

“Yes, Warden. The sooner we are rid of her, the better.” Neron Mentis raises his head high; a creak from his red leather armor follows every move. 

Kylii notices something just then. The first is that Crimson Guard uniforms must be very uncomfortable, and secondly, even though his words are harsh, they are said with a flat tone, as if rehearsed and spoken far too often.

“I’m almost inclined to give something so fair the benefit of the doubt. Mentis, after all, finds anything out of order as a threat to the peace, and his Hand of the Most Holy here... well, his mind is interested in a different type of order.”

“All order serves the Holy Orders,” Phillious spoke as if to a child.

Gemmus inclines his head respectfully. “Of course, I meant no disrespect. As I said, I’m almost inclined. Well then, let’s hear it.” Gemmus shifts in his seat, eager to be done with this affair.

“It is very simple. She was caught practicing magic. It is a most heinous sin, the perversion of the natural order. It is punishable by death,” Phillious says.

“I see no proof,” Kylii spoke softly, holding her temper.

Mentis claps his hands. The door at the start of the room opens. One small boy and a guard enter. Kylii closes her eyes as she remembers. “Do you recognize this boy?” Mentis questions.

Kylii doesn’t answer.

Warden Gemmus stands and steps down from the dais. The guards lining the walls instantly come to attention. He leans into her and whispers. “You really should answer.”

“Will it be worse for me if I don’t?”

“It may,” he says barely above a whisper. Gemmus takes several steps away, keeping his back to Kylii.

The guard brings the boy up next to Kylii before dropping the child’s hand. The boy shoves his hands into his pockets and takes half a step closer to Kylii as his eyes fall upon Phillious.

Kylii looks down at the boy; his soft, round features look back at her. “See, I told you there would be no limp.” She smiles and then looks at Mentis. “I know him. I found him beaten, left on the side of the road to die. His legs and his hands were broken, and his face was so bloodied I could barely take him for Human,”

“And?” Gemmus asks quietly.

“I healed, cleaned, and set him on his way.”

“There! It is done! If he was meant to die, then she should have allowed it to happen. She has tainted this poor boy’s soul. Send her away,” Phillious says with a definite hint of excitement - his fingers fondling the leather cord around his neck like a cat pawing at a door.

The Warden cocks his head over his shoulder. “How did you heal him?”

Kylii shakes her head at the absurdity of the situation. “With a spell.”

Gemmus, his eyes downcast, returns to Kylii. “Given your current situation, would you repeat the same thing?” He slides his right thumb into the pouch that dangles from his belt.

Without hesitation, she answers, “Yes.”

Gemmus sighs, reaches out with his thumb, now sparkling with a fine golden powder, and draws it down the center of Kylii’s forehead. A faint glowing mark appears on her forehead. “By your own words, you condemn yourself. You have committed a crime against our Lord and nature and shall be punished accordingly. If there is any good to come from this, here it is. You will not have to wait long. Tomorrow, we will celebrate Larrient, the third day of the full moon. It is also the night when the unholy are cast back into the dark.” Several guards rush forward with a wave of his hand and drag Kylii and the boy from the room. “There you go, Phillious, one less sinner to worry about.” Gemmus huffs as he settles heavily upon the throne.

“Would that it made the burden we all must bear easier, for we are outnumbered against the dark forces and must soldier on.” Phillious reaches into the leather pouch that hangs from his hip and pulls out several small, smooth stones. With his head bowed, he empties one stone after another back into the pouch with the conclusion of each of his silent prayers.
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Kylii finds her seat next to Venora and plops. The slight tingle on her forehead can’t be ignored and Kylii reaches up in a vain attempt to rub away the mark.

“Don’t bother, deary. It will fade of its own accord, not that you have to worry about it,” Venora leans back. “You’ve been marked for the Larrient. If it’s any consolation, in the old days, they had you walk among the people with that mark, and it wasn’t imbued upon your skin by The Maker’s Will,” she adds in a tone heavily laced in mockery, “but carved there. Most never made it to the ceremony so that their souls could be saved.”

Kylii tried to ignore the irony of being marked with magic powder and settled in for several tales told by Venora. She began by explaining in great detail her favorite foods, starting with her prize-winning recipe for blackberry pie. Venora’s pleasant chatter was only interrupted a few short naps, themsElves interrupted by guards grabbing people from the cell. By the time the cell door was opened for the last time, Kylii counted a total of fifty sharing her sentence, Venora among them.

As dusk settled into the following night, the guards came to collect those who would be participating in the evening ritual. In single file, they were ushered from the cell and out into the night air. A clear, starry sky welcomed them. Kylii felt her muscles begin to relax. The tension eased from her body. Walls and doors, more than anything else, put her ill at ease. She marches in step with the rest, one Elf among a host of Humans. She felt as alone as she had ever felt and saddened by the fact that this would be her last night in her own lands. She found herself almost laughing at the attempts at intimidation. The drums, the ominous dong dong of a distant bell, the stoic faces of the guards, it’s all for naught as far as she is concerned. They underestimated her; they had from the very beginning.

As the line comes to a halt and they are allowed to fan out, Kylii can see that they have stopped at the edge of an open and rocky sloped field. The Jessup Trees are aglow from the raging pyre blazing at their stone roots. A wooden ramp had been constructed in front of the fire and between that and the large gathering, Phillious stands, alone, his back to the condemned, illuminated by the single torch he held aloft. There is utter silence but for the crackle of wood. Then Phillious begins to speak.

“We are your soldiers, O Lord, in the fight against abomination. We are your voice, O Lord, in the choirs of peace. We are your servants, O Lord, to do as you bid. We welcome you into our lives the way the day welcomes the sun. Guide us with your wisdom. Protect us with your strength. Do not punish those who have sinned against you; we have done your work and cleansed their spirits. I ask that you welcome them back into your arms. Comfort and love them, for we are all your children.”

“Praise to the Holy Orders.” Resounded among the crowd.

“Bring them forth!” Phillious calls out. The guards at the back of the condemned began pushing. The gathering of sinners is brought forward to stand just behind Phillious. One of the guard’s steps from the back and takes the arm of the closest sinner. The priest keeps the torch up, his face forward, as he asks a question. “Do you recant your sins?”

The man begins to cry.

Phillious nods solemnly, and the guard escorts the weeping man to the base of the ramp. Two more soldiers stand there and watch as the condemned slowly makes his way to the top of the structure. Taking aim with bows, the soldiers at the bottom wait to see if the man will need encouragement.

“I can’t!” he cries out. And before he can turn, two arrows strike him. He falls back into the fire.

Kylii watches in horror.

“Watch out, deary.” Venora pats Kylii’s shoulder as she moves by.  “No use prolonging this.” She steps up to Phillious.

“Do you recant-.”

“Stuff it,” Venora says to him as she shakes off the soldier who tries to take her arm. She walks with purpose towards the ramp and doesn
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